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Preface 

Biology is designed for multi-semester biology courses for science majors. 
It is grounded on an evolutionary basis and includes exciting features that 
highlight careers in the biological sciences and everyday applications of the 
concepts at hand. To meet the needs of today’s instructors and students, 
some content has been strategically condensed while maintaining the 
overall scope and coverage of traditional texts for this course. Instructors 
can customize the book, adapting it to the approach that works best in their 
classroom. Biology also includes an innovative art program that 
incorporates critical thinking and clicker questions to help students 
understand—and apply—key concepts. 


Welcome to Biology, an OpenStax resource. This textbook was written to 
increase student access to high-quality learning materials, maintaining 
highest standards of academic rigor at little to no cost. 


About OpenStax 


OpenStax is a nonprofit based at Rice University, and it’s our mission to 
improve student access to education. Our first openly licensed college 
textbook was published in 2012, and our library has since scaled to over 20 
books for college and AP courses used by hundreds of thousands of 
students. Our adaptive learning technology, designed to improve learning 
outcomes through personalized educational paths, is being piloted in 
college courses throughout the country. Through our partnerships with 
philanthropic foundations and our alliance with other educational resource 
organizations, OpenStax is breaking down the most common barriers to 
learning and empowering students and instructors to succeed. 


About OpenStax’s Resources 


Customization 


Biology is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
(CC BY) license, which means that you can distribute, remix, and build 


upon the content, as long as you provide attribution to OpenStax and its 
content contributors. 


Because our books are openly licensed, you are free to use the entire book 
or pick and choose the sections that are most relevant to the needs of your 
course. Feel free to remix the content by assigning your students certain 
chapters and sections in your syllabus, in the order that you prefer. You can 
even provide a direct link in your syllabus to the sections in the web view of 
your book. 


Instructors also have the option of creating a customized version of their 
OpenStax book. The custom version can be made available to students in 
low-cost print or digital form through their campus bookstore. Visit your 
book page on openstax.org for more information. 


Errata 


All OpenStax textbooks undergo a rigorous review process. However, like 
any professional-grade textbook, errors sometimes occur. Since our books 
are web based, we can make updates periodically when deemed 
pedagogically necessary. If you have a correction to suggest, submit it 
through the link on your book page on openstax.org. Subject matter experts 
review all errata suggestions. OpenStax is committed to remaining 
transparent about all updates, so you will also find a list of past errata 
changes on your book page on openstax.org. 


Format 


You can access this textbook for free in web view or PDF through 
openstax.org, and in low-cost print and iBooks editions. 


About Biology 


Biology is designed to cover the scope and sequence requirements of a 
typical two-semester biology course for science majors. The text provides 
comprehensive coverage of foundational research and core biology 
concepts through an evolutionary lens. Biology includes rich features that 
engage students in scientific inquiry, highlight careers in the biological 
sciences, and offer everyday applications. The book also includes clicker 
questions to help students understand—and apply—key concepts. 


Coverage and Scope 


In developing Biology, we listened to hundreds of General Biology 
instructors who readily provided feedback about their courses, students, 
challenges, and hopes for innovation. The expense of textbooks and related 
items did prove to be a barrier to learning. But more importantly, these 
teachers suggested improvements for the textbook, which would ultimately 
lead to more meaningful and memorable learning experiences for students. 


The result is a book that addresses a core organizational reality of the 
course and its materials—the sheer breadth of the topical coverage. We 
provide a thorough treatment of biology’s foundational concepts while 
condensing selected topics in response to the market’s request for a 
textbook with a scope that is manageable for instructors and students alike. 
We also strive to make biology, as a discipline, interesting and accessible to 
students. In addition to a comprehensive coverage of core concepts and 
foundational research, we have incorporated features that draw learners into 
the discipline in meaningful ways. 


The pedagogical choices, chapter arrangements, and learning objective 
fulfillment were developed and vetted with the feedback of another one 
hundred reviewers, who thoroughly read the material and offered detailed 
critical commentary. 


Unit 1: The Chemistry of Life. Our opening unit introduces students 
to the sciences, including the scientific method and the fundamental 
concepts of chemistry and physics that provide a framework within 
which learners comprehend biological processes. 


Unit 2: The Cell. Students will gain solid understanding of the 
structures, functions, and processes of the most basic unit of life: the 
cell. 

Unit 3: Genetics. Our comprehensive genetics unit takes learners from 
the earliest experiments that revealed the basis of genetics through the 
intricacies of DNA to current applications in the emerging studies of 
biotechnology and genomics. 

Unit 4: Evolutionary Processes. The core concepts of evolution are 
discussed in this unit with examples illustrating evolutionary 
processes. Additionally, the evolutionary basis of biology reappears 
throughout the textbook in general discussion and is reinforced 
through special call-out features highlighting specific evolution-based 
topics. 

Unit 5: Biological Diversity. The diversity of life is explored with 
detailed study of various organisms and discussion of emerging 
phylogenetic relationships. This unit moves from viruses to living 
organisms like bacteria, discusses the organisms formerly grouped as 
protists, and devotes multiple chapters to plant and animal life. 

Unit 6: Plant Structure and Function. Our plant unit thoroughly 
covers the fundamental knowledge of plant life essential to an 
introductory biology course. 

Unit 7: Animal Structure and Function. An introduction to the form 
and function of the animal body is followed by chapters on specific 
body systems and processes. This unit touches on the biology of all 
organisms while maintaining an engaging focus on human anatomy 
and physiology that helps students connect to the topics. 

Unit 8: Ecology. Ecological concepts are broadly covered in this unit, 
with features highlighting localized, real-world issues of conservation 
and biodiversity. 


Pedagogical Foundation and Features 


Biology is grounded in a solid scientific base, with features that engage the 
students in scientific inquiry, including: 


Evolution Connection features uphold the importance of evolution to 
all biological study through discussions like “The Evolution of 
Metabolic Pathways” and “Algae and Evolutionary Paths to 
Photosynthesis.” 

Scientific Method Connection call-outs walk students through actual 
or thought experiments that elucidate the steps of the scientific process 
as applied to the topic. Features include “Determining the Time Spent 
in Cell Cycle Stages” and “Testing the Hypothesis of Independent 
Assortment.” 

Career Connection features present information on a variety of 
careers in the biological sciences, introducing students to the 
educational requirements and day-to-day work life of a variety of 
professions, such as microbiologist, ecologist, neurologist, and 
forensic scientist. 

Everyday Connection features tie biological concepts to emerging 
issues and discuss science in terms of everyday life. Topics include 
“Chesapeake Bay” and “Can Snail Venom Be Used as a 
Pharmacological Pain Killer?” 


Art and Animations That Engage 


Our art program takes a straightforward approach designed to help students 
learn the concepts of biology through simple, effective illustrations, photos, 
and micrographs. Biology also incorporates links to relevant animations and 
interactive exercises that help bring biology to life for students. 


Art Connection features call out core figures in each chapter for 
student study. Questions about key figures, including clicker questions 
that can be used in the classroom, engage students’ critical thinking to 
ensure genuine understanding. 

Link to Learning features direct students to online interactive 
exercises and animations to add a fuller context to core content. 


Additional Resources 


Student and Instructor Resources 

We've compiled additional resources for both students and instructors, 
including Getting Started Guides, an instructor solution manual, 
supplemental test items, and PowerPoint slides. Instructor resources require 
a verified instructor account, which can be requested on your openstax.org 
log-in. Take advantage of these resources to supplement your OpenStax 
book. 


Partner Resources 

OpenStax Partners are our allies in the mission to make high-quality 
learning materials affordable and accessible to students and instructors 
everywhere. Their tools integrate seamlessly with our OpenStax titles at a 
low cost. To access the partner resources for your text, visit your book page 
on openstax.org. 
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All 
organisms 
are products 
of evolution 
adapted to 
their 
environment. 
(a) Saguaro 
(Carnegiea 
gigantea) 
can soak up 
750 liters of 
water ina 
single rain 
storm, 
enabling 
these cacti to 
survive the 
dry 
conditions of 
the Sonora 
desert in 
Mexico and 
the 
Southwester 
n United 
States. (b) 
The Andean 
semiaquatic 
lizard 
(Potamites 
montanicola) 
discovered in 
Peru in 2010 


lives 
between 
1,570 to 
2,100 meters 
in elevation, 
and, unlike 
most lizards, 
is nocturnal 
and swims. 
Scientists 
still do no 
know how 
these cold- 
blood 
animals are 
able to move 
in the cold 
(10 to 15°C) 
temperatures 
of the 
Andean 
night. (credit 
a: 
modification 
of work by 
Gentry 
George, U.S. 
Fish and 
Wildlife 
Service; 
credit b: 
modification 
of work by 
German 
Chavez and 
Diego 


Vasquez, 
ZooKeys) 


All species of living organisms, from bacteria to baboons to blueberries, 
evolved at some point from a different species. Although it may seem that 
living things today stay much the same, that is not the case—evolution is an 
ongoing process. 


The theory of evolution is the unifying theory of biology, meaning it is the 
framework within which biologists ask questions about the living world. Its 
power is that it provides direction for predictions about living things that 
are borne out in experiment after experiment. The Ukrainian-born 
American geneticist Theodosius Dobzhansky famously wrote that “nothing 
makes sense in biology except in the light of evolution.”!0™2le] He meant 
that the tenet that all life has evolved and diversified from a common 
ancestor is the foundation from which we approach all questions in biology. 
Theodosius Dobzhansky. “Biology, Molecular and Organismic.” American 
Zoologist 4, no. 4 (1964): 449. 


Understanding Evolution 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Describe how the present-day theory of evolution was developed 
¢ Define adaptation 

e Explain convergent and divergent evolution 

e Describe homologous and vestigial structures 

e Discuss misconceptions about the theory of evolution 


Evolution by natural selection describes a mechanism for how species 
change over time. That species change had been suggested and debated well 
before Darwin began to explore this idea. The view that species were static 
and unchanging was grounded in the writings of Plato, yet there were also 
ancient Greeks who expressed evolutionary ideas. In the eighteenth century, 
ideas about the evolution of animals were reintroduced by the naturalist 
Georges-Louis Leclerc Comte de Buffon who observed that various 
geographic regions have different plant and animal populations, even when 
the environments are similar. It was also accepted that there were extinct 
species. 


During this time, James Hutton, a Scottish naturalist, proposed that 
geological change occurred gradually by the accumulation of small changes 
from processes operating like they are today over long periods of time. This 
contrasted with the predominant view that the geology of the planet was a 
consequence of catastrophic events occurring during a relatively brief past. 
Hutton’s view was popularized in the nineteenth century by the geologist 
Charles Lyell who became a friend to Darwin. Lyell’s ideas were influential 
on Darwin’s thinking: Lyell’s notion of the greater age of Earth gave more 
time for gradual change in species, and the process of change provided an 
analogy for gradual change in species. In the early nineteenth century, Jean- 
Baptiste Lamarck published a book that detailed a mechanism for 
evolutionary change. This mechanism is now referred to as an inheritance 
of acquired characteristics by which modifications in an individual are 
caused by its environment, or the use or disuse of a structure during its 
lifetime, could be inherited by its offspring and thus bring about change in a 
species. While this mechanism for evolutionary change was discredited, 
Lamarck’s ideas were an important influence on evolutionary thought. 


Charles Darwin and Natural Selection 


In the mid-nineteenth century, the actual mechanism for evolution was 
independently conceived of and described by two naturalists: Charles 
Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace. Importantly, each naturalist spent time 
exploring the natural world on expeditions to the tropics. From 1831 to 
1836, Darwin traveled around the world on H.M.S. Beagle, including stops 
in South America, Australia, and the southern tip of Africa. Wallace 
traveled to Brazil to collect insects in the Amazon rainforest from 1848 to 
1852 and to the Malay Archipelago from 1854 to 1862. Darwin’s journey, 
like Wallace’s later journeys to the Malay Archipelago, included stops at 
several island chains, the last being the Galapagos Islands west of Ecuador. 
On these islands, Darwin observed species of organisms on different islands 
that were clearly similar, yet had distinct differences. For example, the 
ground finches inhabiting the Galapagos Islands comprised several species 
with a unique beak shape ([link]). The species on the islands had a graded 
series of beak sizes and shapes with very small differences between the 
most similar. He observed that these finches closely resembled another 
finch species on the mainland of South America. Darwin imagined that the 
island species might be species modified from one of the original mainland 
species. Upon further study, he realized that the varied beaks of each finch 
helped the birds acquire a specific type of food. For example, seed-eating 
finches had stronger, thicker beaks for breaking seeds, and insect-eating 
finches had spear-like beaks for stabbing their prey. 


1. Geospiza magnirostris 2. Geospiza fortis 
3. Geospiza parvula 4. Certhidea olivacea 


Finches from Galapagos Archipelago 


Darwin observed that beak 
shape varies among finch 
species. He postulated that the 
beak of an ancestral species 
had adapted over time to equip 
the finches to acquire different 
food sources. 


Wallace and Darwin both observed similar patterns in other organisms and 
they independently developed the same explanation for how and why such 
changes could take place. Darwin called this mechanism natural selection. 
Natural selection, also known as “survival of the fittest,” is the more 
prolific reproduction of individuals with favorable traits that survive 
environmental change because of those traits; this leads to evolutionary 
change. 


For example, a population of giant tortoises found in the Galapagos 
Archipelago was observed by Darwin to have longer necks than those that 
lived on other islands with dry lowlands. These tortoises were “selected” 
because they could reach more leaves and access more food than those with 
short necks. In times of drought when fewer leaves would be available, 
those that could reach more leaves had a better chance to eat and survive 
than those that couldn’t reach the food source. Consequently, long-necked 


tortoises would be more likely to be reproductively successful and pass the 
long-necked trait to their offspring. Over time, only long-necked tortoises 
would be present in the population. 


Natural selection, Darwin argued, was an inevitable outcome of three 
principles that operated in nature. First, most characteristics of organisms 
are inherited, or passed from parent to offspring. Although no one, 
including Darwin and Wallace, knew how this happened at the time, it was 
a common understanding. Second, more offspring are produced than are 
able to survive, so resources for survival and reproduction are limited. The 
capacity for reproduction in all organisms outstrips the availability of 
resources to support their numbers. Thus, there is competition for those 
resources in each generation. Both Darwin and Wallace’s understanding of 
this principle came from reading an essay by the economist Thomas 
Malthus who discussed this principle in relation to human populations. 
Third, offspring vary among each other in regard to their characteristics and 
those variations are inherited. Darwin and Wallace reasoned that offspring 
with inherited characteristics which allow them to best compete for limited 
resources will survive and have more offspring than those individuals with 
variations that are less able to compete. Because characteristics are 
inherited, these traits will be better represented in the next generation. This 
will lead to change in populations over generations in a process that Darwin 
called descent with modification. Ultimately, natural selection leads to 
greater adaptation of the population to its local environment; it is the only 
mechanism known for adaptive evolution. 


Papers by Darwin and Wallace ({link]) presenting the idea of natural 
selection were read together in 1858 before the Linnean Society in London. 
The following year Darwin’s book, On the Origin of Species, was 
published. His book outlined in considerable detail his arguments for 
evolution by natural selection. 


Both (a) Charles Darwin and (b) Alfred 
Wallace wrote scientific papers on natural 
selection that were presented together before 
the Linnean Society in 1858. 


Demonstrations of evolution by natural selection are time consuming and 
difficult to obtain. One of the best examples has been demonstrated in the 
very birds that helped to inspire Darwin’s theory: the Galapagos finches. 
Peter and Rosemary Grant and their colleagues have studied Galapagos 
finch populations every year since 1976 and have provided important 
demonstrations of natural selection. The Grants found changes from one 
generation to the next in the distribution of beak shapes with the medium 
ground finch on the Galapagos island of Daphne Major. The birds have 
inherited variation in the bill shape with some birds having wide deep bills 
and others having thinner bills. During a period in which rainfall was higher 
than normal because of an El Nifio, the large hard seeds that large-billed 
birds ate were reduced in number; however, there was an abundance of the 
small soft seeds which the small-billed birds ate. Therefore, survival and 
reproduction were much better in the following years for the small-billed 
birds. In the years following this El Nifio, the Grants measured beak sizes in 
the population and found that the average bill size was smaller. Since bill 
size is an inherited trait, parents with smaller bills had more offspring and 


the size of bills had evolved to be smaller. As conditions improved in 1987 
and larger seeds became more available, the trend toward smaller average 
bill size ceased. 


Note: 

Career Connection 
Field Biologist 
Many people hike, explore caves, scuba dive, or climb mountains for 
recreation. People often participate in these activities hoping to see 
wildlife. Experiencing the outdoors can be incredibly enjoyable and 
invigorating. What if your job was to be outside in the wilderness? Field 
biologists by definition work outdoors in the “field.” The term field in this 
case refers to any location outdoors, even under water. A field biologist 
typically focuses research on a certain species, group of organisms, or a 
single habitat ({link]). 


A field biologist tranquilizes a polar 
bear for study. (credit: Karen Rhode) 


One objective of many field biologists includes discovering new species 
that have never been recorded. Not only do such findings expand our 
understanding of the natural world, but they also lead to important 
innovations in fields such as medicine and agriculture. Plant and microbial 


species, in particular, can reveal new medicinal and nutritive knowledge. 
Other organisms can play key roles in ecosystems or be considered rare 
and in need of protection. When discovered, these important species can be 
used as evidence for environmental regulations and laws. 


Processes and Patterns of Evolution 


Natural selection can only take place if there is variation, or differences, 
among individuals in a population. Importantly, these differences must have 
some genetic basis; otherwise, the selection will not lead to change in the 
next generation. This is critical because variation among individuals can be 
caused by non-genetic reasons such as an individual being taller because of 
better nutrition rather than different genes. 


Genetic diversity in a population comes from two main mechanisms: 
mutation and sexual reproduction. Mutation, a change in DNA, is the 
ultimate source of new alleles, or new genetic variation in any population. 
The genetic changes caused by mutation can have one of three outcomes on 
the phenotype. A mutation affects the phenotype of the organism in a way 
that gives it reduced fitness—lower likelihood of survival or fewer 
offspring. A mutation may produce a phenotype with a beneficial effect on 
fitness. And, many mutations will also have no effect on the fitness of the 
phenotype; these are called neutral mutations. Mutations may also have a 
whole range of effect sizes on the fitness of the organism that expresses 
them in their phenotype, from a small effect to a great effect. Sexual 
reproduction also leads to genetic diversity: when two parents reproduce, 
unique combinations of alleles assemble to produce the unique genotypes 
and thus phenotypes in each of the offspring. 


A heritable trait that helps the survival and reproduction of an organism in 
its present environment is called an adaptation. Scientists describe groups 
of organisms becoming adapted to their environment when a change in the 
range of genetic variation occurs over time that increases or maintains the 
“fit” of the population to its environment. The webbed feet of platypuses 
are an adaptation for swimming. The snow leopards’ thick fur is an 


adaptation for living in the cold. The cheetahs’ fast speed is an adaptation 
for catching prey. 


Whether or not a trait is favorable depends on the environmental conditions 
at the time. The same traits are not always selected because environmental 
conditions can change. For example, consider a species of plant that grew in 
a moist climate and did not need to conserve water. Large leaves were 
selected because they allowed the plant to obtain more energy from the sun. 
Large leaves require more water to maintain than small leaves, and the 
moist environment provided favorable conditions to support large leaves. 
After thousands of years, the climate changed, and the area no longer had 
excess water. The direction of natural selection shifted so that plants with 
small leaves were selected because those populations were able to conserve 
water to survive the new environmental conditions. 


The evolution of species has resulted in enormous variation in form and 
function. Sometimes, evolution gives rise to groups of organisms that 
become tremendously different from each other. When two species evolve 
in diverse directions from a common point, it is called divergent evolution. 
Such divergent evolution can be seen in the forms of the reproductive 
organs of flowering plants which share the same basic anatomies; however, 
they can look very different as a result of selection in different physical 
environments and adaptation to different kinds of pollinators ([link]). 


Flowering plants evolved from a common 
ancestor. Notice that the (a) dense blazing 


star (Liatrus spicata) and the (b) purple 
coneflower (Echinacea purpurea) vary in 
appearance, yet both share a similar basic 
morphology. (credit a: modification of work 
by Drew Avery; credit b: modification of 
work by Cory Zanker) 


In other cases, similar phenotypes evolve independently in distantly related 
species. For example, flight has evolved in both bats and insects, and they 
both have structures we refer to as wings, which are adaptations to flight. 
However, the wings of bats and insects have evolved from very different 
original structures. This phenomenon is called convergent evolution , 
where similar traits evolve independently in species that do not share a 
common ancestry. The two species came to the same function, flying, but 
did so separately from each other. 


These physical changes occur over enormous spans of time and help 
explain how evolution occurs. Natural selection acts on individual 
organisms, which in tum can shape an entire species. Although natural 
selection may work in a single generation on an individual, it can take 
thousands or even millions of years for the genotype of an entire species to 
evolve. It is over these large time spans that life on earth has changed and 
continues to change. 


Evidence of Evolution 


The evidence for evolution is compelling and extensive. Looking at every 
level of organization in living systems, biologists see the signature of past 
and present evolution. Darwin dedicated a large portion of his book, On the 
Origin of Species, to identifying patterns in nature that were consistent with 
evolution, and since Darwin, our understanding has become clearer and 
broader. 


Fossils 


Fossils provide solid evidence that organisms from the past are not the same 
as those found today, and fossils show a progression of evolution. Scientists 
determine the age of fossils and categorize them from all over the world to 
determine when the organisms lived relative to each other. The resulting 
fossil record tells the story of the past and shows the evolution of form over 
millions of years ({link]). For example, scientists have recovered highly 
detailed records showing the evolution of humans and horses ({link]). The 
whale flipper shares a similar morphology to appendages of birds and 
mammals ([link]) indicating that these species share a common ancestor. 


In this (a) display, fossil hominids are arranged from 
oldest (bottom) to newest (top). As hominids evolved, 
the shape of the skull changed. An artist’s rendition of 

(b) extinct species of the genus Equus reveals that 
these ancient species resembled the modern horse 
(Equus ferus) but varied in size. 


Anatomy and Embryology 


Another type of evidence for evolution is the presence of structures in 
organisms that share the same basic form. For example, the bones in the 
appendages of a human, dog, bird, and whale all share the same overall 
construction ([link]) resulting from their origin in the appendages of a 
common ancestor. Over time, evolution led to changes in the shapes and 
sizes of these bones in different species, but they have maintained the same 
overall layout. Scientists call these synonymous parts homologous 
structures. 


Human Dog Bird Whale 


The similar construction of these 
appendages indicates that these 
organisms share a common 
ancestor. 


Some structures exist in organisms that have no apparent function at all, and 
appear to be residual parts from a past common ancestor. These unused 
structures without function are called vestigial structures. Other examples 
of vestigial structures are wings on flightless birds, leaves on some cacti, 
and hind leg bones in whales. 


Note: 


Link to Learning 
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Visit this interactive site to guess which bones structures are homologous 
and which are analogous, and see examples of evolutionary adaptations to 
illustrate these concepts. 


Another evidence of evolution is the convergence of form in organisms that 
share similar environments. For example, species of unrelated animals, such 
as the arctic fox and ptarmigan, living in the arctic region have been 
selected for seasonal white phenotypes during winter to blend with the 
snow and ice ([link]ab). These similarities occur not because of common 
ancestry, but because of similar selection pressures—the benefits of not 
being seen by predators. 


The white winter coat of the (a) arctic fox 


and the (b) ptarmigan’s plumage are 
adaptations to their environments. (credit a: 
modification of work by Keith Morehouse) 


Embryology, the study of the development of the anatomy of an organism 
to its adult form, also provides evidence of relatedness between now widely 
divergent groups of organisms. Mutational tweaking in the embryo can 
have such magnified consequences in the adult that embryo formation tends 
to be conserved. As a result, structures that are absent in some groups often 
appear in their embryonic forms and disappear by the time the adult or 
juvenile form is reached. For example, all vertebrate embryos, including 
humans, exhibit gill slits and tails at some point in their early development. 
These disappear in the adults of terrestrial groups but are maintained in 
adult forms of aquatic groups such as fish and some amphibians. Great ape 
embryos, including humans, have a tail structure during their development 
that is lost by the time of birth. 


Biogeography 


The geographic distribution of organisms on the planet follows patterns that 
are best explained by evolution in conjunction with the movement of 
tectonic plates over geological time. Broad groups that evolved before the 
breakup of the supercontinent Pangaea (about 200 million years ago) are 
distributed worldwide. Groups that evolved since the breakup appear 
uniquely in regions of the planet, such as the unique flora and fauna of 
northern continents that formed from the supercontinent Laurasia and of the 
southern continents that formed from the supercontinent Gondwana. The 
presence of members of the plant family Proteaceae in Australia, southern 
Africa, and South America is best by their presence prior to the southern 
supercontinent Gondwana breaking up. 


The great diversification of marsupials in Australia and the absence of other 
mammals reflect Australia’s long isolation. Australia has an abundance of 
endemic species—species found nowhere else—which is typical of islands 


whose isolation by expanses of water prevents species to migrate. Over 
time, these species diverge evolutionarily into new species that look very 
different from their ancestors that may exist on the mainland. The 
marsupials of Australia, the finches on the Galapagos, and many species on 
the Hawaiian Islands are all unique to their one point of origin, yet they 
display distant relationships to ancestral species on mainlands. 


Molecular Biology 


Like anatomical structures, the structures of the molecules of life reflect 
descent with modification. Evidence of a common ancestor for all of life is 
reflected in the universality of DNA as the genetic material and in the near 
universality of the genetic code and the machinery of DNA replication and 
expression. Fundamental divisions in life between the three domains are 
reflected in major structural differences in otherwise conservative structures 
such as the components of ribosomes and the structures of membranes. In 
general, the relatedness of groups of organisms is reflected in the similarity 
of their DNA sequences—exactly the pattern that would be expected from 
descent and diversification from a common ancestor. 


DNA sequences have also shed light on some of the mechanisms of 
evolution. For example, it is clear that the evolution of new functions for 
proteins commonly occurs after gene duplication events that allow the free 
modification of one copy by mutation, selection, or drift (changes in a 
population’s gene pool resulting from chance), while the second copy 
continues to produce a functional protein. 


Misconceptions of Evolution 


Although the theory of evolution generated some controversy when it was 
first proposed, it was almost universally accepted by biologists, particularly 
younger biologists, within 20 years after publication of On the Origin of 
Species. Nevertheless, the theory of evolution is a difficult concept and 
misconceptions about how it works abound. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 


This site addresses some of the main misconceptions associated with the 
theory of evolution. 


Evolution Is Just a Theory 


Critics of the theory of evolution dismiss its importance by purposefully 
confounding the everyday usage of the word “theory” with the way 
scientists use the word. In science, a “theory” is understood to be a body of 
thoroughly tested and verified explanations for a set of observations of the 
natural world. Scientists have a theory of the atom, a theory of gravity, and 
the theory of relativity, each of which describes understood facts about the 
world. In the same way, the theory of evolution describes facts about the 
living world. As such, a theory in science has survived significant efforts to 
discredit it by scientists. In contrast, a “theory” in common vernacular is a 
word meaning a guess or suggested explanation; this meaning is more akin 
to the scientific concept of “hypothesis.” When critics of evolution say 
evolution is “just a theory,” they are implying that there is little evidence 
supporting it and that it is still in the process of being rigorously tested. This 
is a mischaracterization. 


Individuals Evolve 


Evolution is the change in genetic composition of a population over time, 
specifically over generations, resulting from differential reproduction of 
individuals with certain alleles. Individuals do change over their lifetime, 


obviously, but this is called development and involves changes programmed 
by the set of genes the individual acquired at birth in coordination with the 
individual’s environment. When thinking about the evolution of a 
characteristic, it is probably best to think about the change of the average 
value of the characteristic in the population over time. For example, when 
natural selection leads to bill-size change in medium-ground finches in the 
Galapagos, this does not mean that individual bills on the finches are 
changing. If one measures the average bill size among all individuals in the 
population at one time and then measures the average bill size in the 
population several years later, this average value will be different as a result 
of evolution. Although some individuals may survive from the first time to 
the second, they will still have the same bill size; however, there will be 
many new individuals that contribute to the shift in average bill size. 


Evolution Explains the Origin of Life 


It is a common misunderstanding that evolution includes an explanation of 
life’s origins. Conversely, some of the theory’s critics believe that it cannot 
explain the origin of life. The theory does not try to explain the origin of 
life. The theory of evolution explains how populations change over time 
and how life diversifies the origin of species. It does not shed light on the 
beginnings of life including the origins of the first cells, which is how life is 
defined. The mechanisms of the origin of life on Earth are a particularly 
difficult problem because it occurred a very long time ago, and presumably 
it just occurred once. Importantly, biologists believe that the presence of life 
on Earth precludes the possibility that the events that led to life on Earth 
can be repeated because the intermediate stages would immediately become 
food for existing living things. 


However, once a mechanism of inheritance was in place in the form of a 
molecule like DNA either within a cell or pre-cell, these entities would be 
subject to the principle of natural selection. More effective reproducers 
would increase in frequency at the expense of inefficient reproducers. So 
while evolution does not explain the origin of life, it may have something to 
say about some of the processes operating once pre-living entities acquired 
certain properties. 


Organisms Evolve on Purpose 


Statements such as “organisms evolve in response to a change in an 
environment” are quite common, but such statements can lead to two types 
of misunderstandings. First, the statement must not be understood to mean 
that individual organisms evolve. The statement is shorthand for “a 
population evolves in response to a changing environment.” However, a 
second misunderstanding may arise by interpreting the statement to mean 
that the evolution is somehow intentional. A changed environment results in 
some individuals in the population, those with particular phenotypes, 
benefiting and therefore producing proportionately more offspring than 
other phenotypes. This results in change in the population if the 
characteristics are genetically determined. 


It is also important to understand that the variation that natural selection 
works on is already in a population and does not arise in response to an 
environmental change. For example, applying antibiotics to a population of 
bacteria will, over time, select a population of bacteria that are resistant to 
antibiotics. The resistance, which is caused by a gene, did not arise by 
mutation because of the application of the antibiotic. The gene for 
resistance was already present in the gene pool of the bacteria, likely at a 
low frequency. The antibiotic, which kills the bacterial cells without the 
resistance gene, strongly selects individuals that are resistant, since these 
would be the only ones that survived and divided. Experiments have 
demonstrated that mutations for antibiotic resistance do not arise as a result 
of antibiotic. 


In a larger sense, evolution is not goal directed. Species do not become 
“better” over time; they simply track their changing environment with 
adaptations that maximize their reproduction in a particular environment at 
a particular time. Evolution has no goal of making faster, bigger, more 
complex, or even smarter species, despite the commonness of this kind of 
language in popular discourse. What characteristics evolve in a species are 
a function of the variation present and the environment, both of which are 
constantly changing in a non-directional way. What trait is fit in one 
environment at one time may well be fatal at some point in the future. This 
holds equally well for a species of insect as it does the human species. 


Section Summary 


Evolution is the process of adaptation through mutation which allows more 
desirable characteristics to be passed to the next generation. Over time, 
organisms evolve more characteristics that are beneficial to their survival. 
For living organisms to adapt and change to environmental pressures, 
genetic variation must be present. With genetic variation, individuals have 
differences in form and function that allow some to survive certain 
conditions better than others. These organisms pass their favorable traits to 
their offspring. Eventually, environments change, and what was once a 
desirable, advantageous trait may become an undesirable trait and 
organisms may further evolve. Evolution may be convergent with similar 
traits evolving in multiple species or divergent with diverse traits evolving 
in multiple species that came from a common ancestor. Evidence of 
evolution can be observed by means of DNA code and the fossil record, and 
also by the existence of homologous and vestigial structures. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which scientific concept did Charles Darwin and Alfred Wallace 
independently discover? 


a. Mutation 

b. natural selection 

c. overbreeding 

d. sexual reproduction 


Solution: 


B 


Exercise: 


Problem: 
Which of the following situations will lead to natural selection? 


a. The seeds of two plants land near each other and one grows larger 
than the other. 

b. Two types of fish eat the same kind of food, and one is better able 
to gather food than the other. 

c. Male lions compete for the right to mate with females, with only 
one possible winner. 

d. all of the above 


Solution: 


D 


Exercise: 


Problem: Which description is an example of a phenotype? 


a. A certain duck has a blue beak. 
b. A mutation occurred to a flower. 
c. Most cheetahs live solitary lives. 
d. both a and c 


Solution: 


D 
Exercise: 


Problem: 
Which situation is most likely an example of convergent evolution? 


a. Squid and humans have eyes similar in structure. 
b. Worms and snakes both move without legs. 


c. Some bats and birds have wings that allow them to fly 
d. all of the above 


Solution: 


D 


Free Response 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


If a person scatters a handful of garden pea plant seeds in one area, 
how would natural selection work in this situation? 


Solution: 


The plants that can best use the resources of the area, including 
competing with other individuals for those resources will produce 
more seeds themselves and those traits that allowed them to better use 
the resources will increase in the population of the next generation. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Why do scientists consider vestigial structures evidence for evolution? 


Solution: 


Vestigial structures are considered evidence for evolution because 
most structures do not exist in an organism without serving some 
function either presently or in the past. A vestigial structure indicates a 
past form or function that has since changed, but the structure remains 
present because it had a function in the ancestor. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


How does the scientific meaning of “theory” differ from the common 
vernacular meaning? 


Solution: 


In science, a theory is a thoroughly tested and verified set of 
explanations for a body of observations of nature. It is the strongest 
form of knowledge in science. In contrast, a theory in common 
vernacular can Mean a guess or speculation about something, meaning 
that the knowledge implied by the theory is very weak. 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


Explain why the statement that a monkey is more evolved than a 
mouse is incorrect. 


Solution: 


The statement implies that there is a goal to evolution and that the 
monkey represents greater progress to that goal than the mouse. Both 
species are likely to be well adapted to their particular environments, 
which is the outcome of natural selection. 


Glossary 


adaptation 
heritable trait or behavior in an organism that aids in its survival and 
reproduction in its present environment 


convergent evolution 
process by which groups of organisms independently evolve to similar 
forms 


divergent evolution 


process by which groups of organisms evolve in diverse directions 
from a common point 


homologous structures 
parallel structures in diverse organisms that have a common ancestor 


natural selection 
reproduction of individuals with favorable genetic traits that survive 
environmental change because of those traits, leading to evolutionary 
change 


variation 
genetic differences among individuals in a population 


vestigial structure 
physical structure present in an organism but that has no apparent 
function and appears to be from a functional structure in a distant 
ancestor 


Formation of New Species 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


¢ Define species and describe how species are identified as different 
e Describe genetic variables that lead to speciation 

e Identify prezygotic and postzygotic reproductive barriers 

Explain allopatric and sympatric speciation 

e Describe adaptive radiation 


Although all life on earth shares various genetic similarities, only certain 
organisms combine genetic information by sexual reproduction and have 
offspring that can then successfully reproduce. Scientists call such 
organisms members of the same biological species. 


Species and the Ability to Reproduce 


A species is a group of individual organisms that interbreed and produce 
fertile, viable offspring. According to this definition, one species is 
distinguished from another when, in nature, it is not possible for matings 
between individuals from each species to produce fertile offspring. 


Members of the same species share both external and internal 
characteristics, which develop from their DNA. The closer relationship two 
organisms share, the more DNA they have in common, just like people and 
their families. People’s DNA is likely to be more like their father or 
mother’s DNA than their cousin or grandparent’s DNA. Organisms of the 
same species have the highest level of DNA alignment and therefore share 
characteristics and behaviors that lead to successful reproduction. 


Species’ appearance can be misleading in suggesting an ability or inability 
to mate. For example, even though domestic dogs (Canis lupus familiaris) 
display phenotypic differences, such as size, build, and coat, most dogs can 
interbreed and produce viable puppies that can mature and sexually 
reproduce ([link]). 


The (a) poodle and (b) cocker spaniel can reproduce to 
produce a breed known as (c) the cockapoo. (credit a: 
modification of work by Sally Eller, Tom Reese; credit 
b: modification of work by Jeremy McWilliams; credit 
c: modification of work by Kathleen Conklin) 


In other cases, individuals may appear similar although they are not 
members of the same species. For example, even though bald eagles 
(Haliaeetus leucocephalus) and African fish eagles (Haliaeetus vocifer) are 
both birds and eagles, each belongs to a separate species group ({link]). If 
humans were to artificially intervene and fertilize the egg of a bald eagle 
with the sperm of an African fish eagle and a chick did hatch, that offspring, 
called a hybrid (a cross between two species), would probably be infertile 
—unable to successfully reproduce after it reached maturity. Different 
species may have different genes that are active in development; therefore, 
it may not be possible to develop a viable offspring with two different sets 
of directions. Thus, even though hybridization may take place, the two 
species still remain separate. 


The (a) African fish eagle is similar in 
appearance to the (b) bald eagle, but the two 
birds are members of different species. 
(credit a: modification of work by Nigel 
Wedge; credit b: modification of work by 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service) 


Populations of species share a gene pool: a collection of all the variants of 
genes in the species. Again, the basis to any changes in a group or 
population of organisms must be genetic for this is the only way to share 
and pass on traits. When variations occur within a species, they can only be 
passed to the next generation along two main pathways: asexual 
reproduction or sexual reproduction. The change will be passed on 
asexually simply if the reproducing cell possesses the changed trait. For the 
changed trait to be passed on by sexual reproduction, a gamete, such as a 
sperm or egg cell, must possess the changed trait. In other words, sexually- 
reproducing organisms can experience several genetic changes in their body 
cells, but if these changes do not occur in a sperm or egg cell, the changed 
trait will never reach the next generation. Only heritable traits can evolve. 
Therefore, reproduction plays a paramount role for genetic change to take 
root in a population or species. In short, organisms must be able to 
reproduce with each other to pass new traits to offspring. 


Speciation 


The biological definition of species, which works for sexually reproducing 
organisms, is a group of actually or potentially interbreeding individuals. 


There are exceptions to this rule. Many species are similar enough that 
hybrid offspring are possible and may often occur in nature, but for the 
majority of species this rule generally holds. In fact, the presence in nature 
of hybrids between similar species suggests that they may have descended 
from a single interbreeding species, and the speciation process may not yet 
be completed. 


Given the extraordinary diversity of life on the planet there must be 
mechanisms for speciation: the formation of two species from one original 
species. Darwin envisioned this process as a branching event and 
diagrammed the process in the only illustration found in On the Origin of 
Species ([{link]a). Compare this illustration to the diagram of elephant 
evolution ([link]b), which shows that as one species changes over time, it 
branches to form more than one new species, repeatedly, as long as the 
population survives or until the organism becomes extinct. 
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(a) (b) 


The only illustration in Darwin's On the Origin of Species is 
(a) a diagram showing speciation events leading to 
biological diversity. The diagram shows similarities to 
phylogenetic charts that are drawn today to illustrate the 
relationships of species. (b) Modern elephants evolved from 
the Palaeomastodon, a species that lived in Egypt 35—50 
million years ago. 


For speciation to occur, two new populations must be formed from one 
original population and they must evolve in such a way that it becomes 
impossible for individuals from the two new populations to interbreed. 
Biologists have proposed mechanisms by which this could occur that fall 
into two broad categories. Allopatric speciation (allo- = "other"; -patric = 
"homeland") involves geographic separation of populations from a parent 
species and subsequent evolution. Sympatric speciation (sym- = "same"; - 
patric = "homeland") involves speciation occurring within a parent species 
remaining in one location. 


Biologists think of speciation events as the splitting of one ancestral species 
into two descendant species. There is no reason why there might not be 
more than two species formed at one time except that it is less likely and 
multiple events can be conceptualized as single splits occurring close in 
time. 


Allopatric Speciation 


A geographically continuous population has a gene pool that is relatively 
homogeneous. Gene flow, the movement of alleles across the range of the 
species, is relatively free because individuals can move and then mate with 
individuals in their new location. Thus, the frequency of an allele at one end 
of a distribution will be similar to the frequency of the allele at the other 
end. When populations become geographically discontinuous, that free- 
flow of alleles is prevented. When that separation lasts for a period of time, 
the two populations are able to evolve along different trajectories. Thus, 
their allele frequencies at numerous genetic loci gradually become more 
and more different as new alleles independently arise by mutation in each 
population. Typically, environmental conditions, such as climate, resources, 
predators, and competitors for the two populations will differ causing 
natural selection to favor divergent adaptations in each group. 


Isolation of populations leading to allopatric speciation can occur in a 
variety of ways: a river forming a new branch, erosion forming a new 
valley, a group of organisms traveling to a new location without the ability 
to return, or seeds floating over the ocean to an island. The nature of the 


geographic separation necessary to isolate populations depends entirely on 
the biology of the organism and its potential for dispersal. If two flying 
insect populations took up residence in separate nearby valleys, chances 
are, individuals from each population would fly back and forth continuing 
gene flow. However, if two rodent populations became divided by the 
formation of a new lake, continued gene flow would be unlikely; therefore, 
speciation would be more likely. 


Biologists group allopatric processes into two categories: dispersal and 
vicariance. Dispersal is when a few members of a species move to a new 
geographical area, and vicariance is when a natural situation arises to 
physically divide organisms. 


Scientists have documented numerous cases of allopatric speciation taking 
place. For example, along the west coast of the United States, two separate 
sub-species of spotted owls exist. The northern spotted owl has genetic and 
phenotypic differences from its close relative: the Mexican spotted owl, 
which lives in the south ([link]). 


Mexican Spotted Owl 


The northern spotted owl and 


the Mexican spotted owl 
inhabit geographically 
separate locations with 
different climates and 
ecosystems. The owl is an 
example of allopatric 
speciation. (credit "northern 
spotted owl": modification of 
work by John and Karen 
Hollingsworth; credit 
"Mexican spotted owl": 
modification of work by Bill 
Radke) 


Additionally, scientists have found that the further the distance between two 
groups that once were the same species, the more likely it is that speciation 
will occur. This seems logical because as the distance increases, the various 
environmental factors would likely have less in common than locations in 
close proximity. Consider the two owls: in the north, the climate is cooler 
than in the south; the types of organisms in each ecosystem differ, as do 
their behaviors and habits; also, the hunting habits and prey choices of the 
southern owls vary from the northern owls. These variances can lead to 
evolved differences in the owls, and speciation likely will occur. 


Adaptive Radiation 


In some cases, a population of one species disperses throughout an area, 
and each finds a distinct niche or isolated habitat. Over time, the varied 
demands of their new lifestyles lead to multiple speciation events 
originating from a single species. This is called adaptive radiation because 
many adaptations evolve from a single point of origin; thus, causing the 
species to radiate into several new ones. Island archipelagos like the 
Hawaiian Islands provide an ideal context for adaptive radiation events 
because water surrounds each island which leads to geographical isolation 


for many organisms. The Hawaiian honeycreeper illustrates one example of 
adaptive radiation. From a single species, called the founder species, 
numerous species have evolved, including the six shown in [link]. 


The honeycreeper birds illustrate adaptive 
radiation. From one original species of 
bird, multiple others evolved, each with 

its own distinctive characteristics. 


Notice the differences in the species’ beaks in [link]. Evolution in response 
to natural selection based on specific food sources in each new habitat led 
to evolution of a different beak suited to the specific food source. The seed- 
eating bird has a thicker, stronger beak which is suited to break hard nuts. 
The nectar-eating birds have long beaks to dip into flowers to reach the 
nectar. The insect-eating birds have beaks like swords, appropriate for 


stabbing and impaling insects. Darwin’s finches are another example of 
adaptive radiation in an archipelago. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 


Click through this interactive site to see how island birds evolved in 
evolutionary increments from 5 million years ago to today. 


Sympatric Speciation 


Can divergence occur if no physical barriers are in place to separate 
individuals who continue to live and reproduce in the same habitat? The 
answer is yes. The process of speciation within the same space is called 
sympatric speciation; the prefix “sym” means same, so “sympatric” means 
“same homeland” in contrast to “allopatric” meaning “other homeland.” A 
number of mechanisms for sympatric speciation have been proposed and 
studied. 


One form of sympatric speciation can begin with a serious chromosomal 
error during cell division. In a normal cell division event chromosomes 
replicate, pair up, and then separate so that each new cell has the same 
number of chromosomes. However, sometimes the pairs separate and the 
end cell product has too many or too few individual chromosomes in a 
condition called aneuploidy ((link]). 


Note: 
Art Connection 


Aneuploidy Resulting in Offspring with 2n + 1 or 2n - 1 Chromosomes 


Nondisjunction Mating with 
during meiosis normal gamete 
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Aneuploidy results when the gametes have too 
many or too few chromosomes due to 
nondisjunction during meiosis. In the example 
shown here, the resulting offspring will have 
2n+1 or 2n-1 chromosomes 


Diploid (2n) 


Which is most likely to survive, offspring with 2n+1 chromosomes or 
offspring with 2n-1 chromosomes? 


Polyploidy is a condition in which a cell or organism has an extra set, or 
sets, of chromosomes. Scientists have identified two main types of 
polyploidy that can lead to reproductive isolation of an individual in the 
polyploidy state. Reproductive isolation is the inability to interbreed. In 
some cases, a polyploid individual will have two or more complete sets of 
chromosomes from its own species in a condition called autopolyploidy 
({link]). The prefix “auto-” means “self,” so the term means multiple 
chromosomes from one’s own species. Polyploidy results from an error in 


meiosis in which all of the chromosomes move into one cell instead of 
separating. 


Autopolyploidy Resulting in Offspring with Two Sets 
of Chromosomes 
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| Diploid parent (2n) Polyploid offspring (4n) 


Autopolyploidy results when 
mitosis is not followed by 
cytokinesis. 


For example, if a plant species with 2n = 6 produces autopolyploid gametes 
that are also diploid (2n = 6, when they should be n = 3), the gametes now 
have twice as many chromosomes as they should have. These new gametes 
will be incompatible with the normal gametes produced by this plant 
species. However, they could either self-pollinate or reproduce with other 
autopolyploid plants with gametes having the same diploid number. In this 
way, sympatric speciation can occur quickly by forming offspring with 4n 
called a tetraploid. These individuals would immediately be able to 
reproduce only with those of this new kind and not those of the ancestral 
species. 


The other form of polyploidy occurs when individuals of two different 
species reproduce to form a viable offspring called an allopolyploid. The 
prefix “allo-” means “other” (recall from allopatric): therefore, an 
allopolyploid occurs when gametes from two different species combine. 
[link] illustrates one possible way an allopolyploid can form. Notice how it 
takes two generations, or two reproductive acts, before the viable fertile 
hybrid results. 


Alloploidy Resulting from Viable Matings between Two Species 
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Alloploidy results when two species mate to 
produce viable offspring. In the example shown, a 
normal gamete from one species fuses with a 
polyploidy gamete from another. Two matings are 
necessary to produce viable offspring. 


The cultivated forms of wheat, cotton, and tobacco plants are all 
allopolyploids. Although polyploidy occurs occasionally in animals, it takes 
place most commonly in plants. (Animals with any of the types of 
chromosomal aberrations described here are unlikely to survive and 
produce normal offspring.) Scientists have discovered more than half of all 
plant species studied relate back to a species evolved through polyploidy. 
With such a high rate of polyploidy in plants, some scientists hypothesize 
that this mechanism takes place more as an adaptation than as an error. 


Reproductive Isolation 


Given enough time, the genetic and phenotypic divergence between 
populations will affect characters that influence reproduction: if individuals 
of the two populations were to be brought together, mating would be less 
likely, but if mating occurred, offspring would be non-viable or infertile. 
Many types of diverging characters may affect the reproductive isolation, 
the ability to interbreed, of the two populations. 


Reproductive isolation can take place in a variety of ways. Scientists 
organize them into two groups: prezygotic barriers and postzygotic barriers. 
Recall that a zygote is a fertilized egg: the first cell of the development of 
an organism that reproduces sexually. Therefore, a prezygotic barrier is a 
mechanism that blocks reproduction from taking place; this includes 
barriers that prevent fertilization when organisms attempt reproduction. A 
postzygotic barrier occurs after zygote formation; this includes organisms 
that don’t survive the embryonic stage and those that are born sterile. 


Some types of prezygotic barriers prevent reproduction entirely. Many 
organisms only reproduce at certain times of the year, often just annually. 
Differences in breeding schedules, called temporal isolation, can act as a 
form of reproductive isolation. For example, two species of frogs inhabit 
the same area, but one reproduces from January to March, whereas the 
other reproduces from March to May ((Link]). 


(a) (b) 


These two related frog species exhibit temporal 
reproductive isolation. (a) Rana aurora breeds 
earlier in the year than (b) Rana boylii. (credit 
a: modification of work by Mark R. Jennings, 

USFWS; credit b: modification of work by 
Alessandro Catenazzi) 


In some cases, populations of a species move or are moved to a new habitat 
and take up residence in a place that no longer overlaps with the other 


populations of the same species. This situation is called habitat isolation. 
Reproduction with the parent species ceases, and a new group exists that is 
now reproductively and genetically independent. For example, a cricket 
population that was divided after a flood could no longer interact with each 
other. Over time, the forces of natural selection, mutation, and genetic drift 
will likely result in the divergence of the two groups ([link]). 


(a) Gryllus pennsylvanicus prefers (b) Gryllus firmus prefers loamy soil. 
sandy soil. 


Speciation can occur when two populations 
occupy different habitats. The habitats need 
not be far apart. The cricket (a) Gryllus 
pennsylvanicus prefers sandy soil, and the 
cricket (b) Gryllus firmus prefers loamy soil. 
The two species can live in close proximity, 
but because of their different soil 
preferences, they became genetically 
isolated. 


Behavioral isolation occurs when the presence or absence of a specific 
behavior prevents reproduction from taking place. For example, male 
fireflies use specific light patterns to attract females. Various species of 
fireflies display their lights differently. If a male of one species tried to 
attract the female of another, she would not recognize the light pattern and 
would not mate with the male. 


Other prezygotic barriers work when differences in their gamete cells (eggs 
and sperm) prevent fertilization from taking place; this is called a gametic 
barrier. Similarly, in some cases closely related organisms try to mate, but 
their reproductive structures simply do not fit together. For example, 
damselfly males of different species have differently shaped reproductive 
organs. If one species tries to mate with the female of another, their body 
parts simply do not fit together. ((link]). 


SG G&S ame 


The shape of the male reproductive organ varies 
among male damselfly species, and is only compatible 
with the female of that species. Reproductive organ 
incompatibility keeps the species reproductively 
isolated. 


In plants, certain structures aimed to attract one type of pollinator 
simultaneously prevent a different pollinator from accessing the pollen. The 
tunnel through which an animal must access nectar can vary widely in 
length and diameter, which prevents the plant from being cross-pollinated 
with a different species ((link]). 


(a) Honeybee drinking nectar (b) Ruby-throated hummingbird drinking nectar from a 
from a foxglove flower trumpet creeper flower 


Some flowers have evolved to attract certain 
pollinators. The (a) wide foxglove flower is 
adapted for pollination by bees, while the (b) 
long, tube-shaped trumpet creeper flower is 
adapted for pollination by humming birds. 


When fertilization takes place and a zygote forms, postzygotic barriers can 
prevent reproduction. Hybrid individuals in many cases cannot form 
normally in the womb and simply do not survive past the embryonic stages. 
This is called hybrid inviability because the hybrid organisms simply are 
not viable. In another postzygotic situation, reproduction leads to the birth 
and growth of a hybrid that is sterile and unable to reproduce offspring of 
their own; this is called hybrid sterility. 


Habitat Influence on Speciation 


Sympatric speciation may also take place in ways other than polyploidy. 
For example, consider a species of fish that lives in a lake. As the 
population grows, competition for food also grows. Under pressure to find 
food, suppose that a group of these fish had the genetic flexibility to 
discover and feed off another resource that was unused by the other fish. 
What if this new food source was found at a different depth of the lake? 
Over time, those feeding on the second food source would interact more 
with each other than the other fish; therefore, they would breed together as 
well. Offspring of these fish would likely behave as their parents: feeding 


and living in the same area and keeping separate from the original 
population. If this group of fish continued to remain separate from the first 
population, eventually sympatric speciation might occur as more genetic 
differences accumulated between them. 


This scenario does play out in nature, as do others that lead to reproductive 
isolation. One such place is Lake Victoria in Africa, famous for its 
sympatric speciation of cichlid fish. Researchers have found hundreds of 
sympatric speciation events in these fish, which have not only happened in 
great number, but also over a short period of time. [link] shows this type of 
speciation among a cichlid fish population in Nicaragua. In this locale, two 
types of cichlids live in the same geographic location but have come to have 
different morphologies that allow them to eat various food sources. 


Thin-lipped cichlid Thick-lipped cichlid 


Cichlid fish from Lake Apoyeque, Nicaragua, show evidence 
of sympatric speciation. Lake Apoyeque, a crater lake, is 1800 
years old, but genetic evidence indicates that the lake was 
populated only 100 years ago by a single population of cichlid 
fish. Nevertheless, two populations with distinct morphologies 
and diets now exist in the lake, and scientists believe these 
populations may be in an early stage of speciation. 


Section Summary 


Speciation occurs along two main pathways: geographic separation 
(allopatric speciation) and through mechanisms that occur within a shared 
habitat (sympatric speciation). Both pathways isolate a population 


reproductively in some form. Mechanisms of reproductive isolation act as 
barriers between closely related species, enabling them to diverge and exist 
as genetically independent species. Prezygotic barriers block reproduction 
prior to formation of a zygote, whereas postzygotic barriers block 
reproduction after fertilization occurs. For a new species to develop, 
something must cause a breach in the reproductive barriers. Sympatric 
speciation can occur through errors in meiosis that form gametes with extra 
chromosomes (polyploidy). Autopolyploidy occurs within a single species, 
whereas allopolyploidy occurs between closely related species. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


[link] Which is most likely to survive, offspring with 2n+1 
chromosomes or offspring with 2n-1 chromosomes? 


Solution: 
[link] Loss of genetic material is almost always lethal, so offspring 
with 2n+1 chromosomes are more likely to survive. 

Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: 
Which situation would most likely lead to allopatric speciation? 


a. flood causes the formation of a new lake. 

b. A storm causes several large trees to fall down. 

c. A mutation causes a new trait to develop. 

d. An injury causes an organism to seek out a new food source. 


Solution: 


A 
Exercise: 


Problem: 
What is the main difference between dispersal and vicariance? 


a. One leads to allopatric speciation, whereas the other leads to 
sympatric speciation. 

b. One involves the movement of the organism, and the other 
involves a change in the environment. 

c. One depends on a genetic mutation occurring, and the other does 
not. 

d. One involves closely related organisms, and the other involves 
only individuals of the same species. 


Solution: 


B 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which variable increases the likelihood of allopatric speciation taking 
place more quickly? 


a. lower rate of mutation 

b. longer distance between divided groups 

c. increased instances of hybrid formation 

d. equivalent numbers of individuals in each population 


Solution: 


B 


Exercise: 


Problem: 
What is the main difference between autopolyploid and allopolyploid? 


a. the number of chromosomes 

b. the functionality of the chromosomes 

c. the source of the extra chromosomes 

d. the number of mutations in the extra chromosomes 


Solution: 


C 


Exercise: 


Problem: Which reproductive combination produces hybrids? 


a. when individuals of the same species in different geographical 
areas reproduce 

b. when any two individuals sharing the same habitat reproduce 

c. when members of closely related species reproduce 

d. when offspring of the same parents reproduce 


Solution: 


C 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which condition is the basis for a species to be reproductively isolated 
from other members? 


a. It does not share its habitat with related species. 
b. It does not exist out of a single habitat. 


c. It does not exchange genetic information with other species. 
d. It does not undergo evolutionary changes for a significant period 
of time. 


Solution: 


‘s 


Exercise: 


Problem: Which situation is not an example of a prezygotic barrier? 


a. Two species of turtles breed at different times of the year. 
b. Two species of flowers attract different pollinators. 

c. Two species of birds display different mating dances. 

d. Two species of insects produce infertile offspring. 


Solution: 


1D) 


Free Response 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


Why do island chains provide ideal conditions for adaptive radiation to 
occur? 


Solution: 


Organisms of one species can arrive to an island together and then 
disperse throughout the chain, each settling into different niches and 
exploiting different food resources to reduce competition. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Two species of fish had recently undergone sympatric speciation. The 
males of each species had a different coloring through which the 
females could identify and choose a partner from her own species. 
After some time, pollution made the lake so cloudy that it was hard for 
females to distinguish colors. What might take place in this situation? 


Solution: 
It is likely the two species would start to reproduce with each other. 


Depending on the viability of their offspring, they may fuse back into 
one species. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 

Why can polyploidy individuals lead to speciation fairly quickly? 
Solution: 

The formation of gametes with new n numbers can occur in one 
generation. After a couple of generations, enough of these new hybrids 
can form to reproduce together as a new species. 


Glossary 


adaptive radiation 
speciation when one species radiates out to form several other species 


allopatric speciation 
speciation that occurs via geographic separation 


allopolyploid 
polyploidy formed between two related, but separate species 


aneuploidy 


condition of a cell having an extra chromosome or missing a 
chromosome for its species 


autopolyploid 
polyploidy formed within a single species 


behavioral isolation 
type of reproductive isolation that occurs when a specific behavior or 
lack of one prevents reproduction from taking place 


dispersal 
allopatric speciation that occurs when a few members of a species 
move to anew geographical area 


gametic barrier 
prezygotic barrier occurring when closely related individuals of 
different species mate, but differences in their gamete cells (eggs and 
sperm) prevent fertilization from taking place 


habitat isolation 
reproductive isolation resulting when populations of a species move or 
are moved to a new habitat, taking up residence in a place that no 
longer overlaps with the other populations of the same species 


hybrid 
offspring of two closely related individuals, not of the same species 


postzygotic barrier 
reproductive isolation mechanism that occurs after zygote formation 


prezygotic barrier 
reproductive isolation mechanism that occurs before zygote formation 


reproductive isolation 
situation that occurs when a species is reproductively independent 
from other species; this may be brought about by behavior, location, or 
reproductive barriers 


speciation 
formation of a new species 


species 
group of populations that interbreed and produce fertile offspring 


sympatric speciation 
speciation that occurs in the same geographic space 


temporal isolation 
differences in breeding schedules that can act as a form of prezygotic 
barrier leading to reproductive isolation 


vicariance 
allopatric speciation that occurs when something in the environment 
separates organisms of the same species into separate groups 


Reconnection and Rates of Speciation 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Describe pathways of species evolution in hybrid zones 
e Explain the two major theories on rates of speciation 


Speciation occurs over a span of evolutionary time, so when a new species 
arises, there is a transition period during which the closely related species 
continue to interact. 


Reconnection 


After speciation, two species may recombine or even continue interacting 
indefinitely. Individual organisms will mate with any nearby individual who 
they are capable of breeding with. An area where two closely related 
species continue to interact and reproduce, forming hybrids, is called a 
hybrid zone. Over time, the hybrid zone may change depending on the 
fitness of the hybrids and the reproductive barriers ([link]). If the hybrids 
are less fit than the parents, reinforcement of speciation occurs, and the 
species continue to diverge until they can no longer mate and produce 
viable offspring. If reproductive barriers weaken, fusion occurs and the two 
species become one. Barriers remain the same if hybrids are fit and 
reproductive: stability may occur and hybridization continues. 


Note: 
Art Connection 


Changes in the Hybrid Zone over Time 


TIME 


Reinforcement: Fusion: Stability: 
Hybrids are less fit Reproductive barriers Fit hybrids continue 
than either purebred weaken until the two to be produced. 


species. The species species become one. 
continue to diverge 

until hybridization 

can no longer occur. 


After speciation has occurred, the two separate 
but closely related species may continue to 
produce offspring in an area called the hybrid 
zone. Reinforcement, fusion, or stability may 
result, depending on reproductive barriers and 
the relative fitness of the hybrids. 


If two species eat a different diet but one of the food sources is eliminated 
and both species are forced to eat the same foods, what change in the 
hybrid zone is most likely to occur? 


Hybrids can be either less fit than the parents, more fit, or about the same. 
Usually hybrids tend to be less fit; therefore, such reproduction diminishes 
over time, nudging the two species to diverge further in a process called 
reinforcement. This term is used because the low success of the hybrids 
reinforces the original speciation. If the hybrids are as fit or more fit than 
the parents, the two species may fuse back into one species ((link]). 
Scientists have also observed that sometimes two species will remain 
separate but also continue to interact to produce some hybrid individuals; 
this is classified as stability because no real net change is taking place. 


Varying Rates of Speciation 


Scientists around the world study speciation, documenting observations 
both of living organisms and those found in the fossil record. As their ideas 
take shape and as research reveals new details about how life evolves, they 
develop models to help explain rates of speciation. In terms of how quickly 
Speciation occurs, two patterns are currently observed: gradual speciation 
model and punctuated equilibrium model. 


In the gradual speciation model, species diverge gradually over time in 
small steps. In the punctuated equilibrium model, a new species 
undergoes changes quickly from the parent species, and then remains 
largely unchanged for long periods of time afterward ({link]). This early 
change model is called punctuated equilibrium, because it begins with a 
punctuated or periodic change and then remains in balance afterward. While 
punctuated equilibrium suggests a faster tempo, it does not necessarily 
exclude gradualism. 


Note: 
Art Connection 
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In (a) gradual speciation, species diverge at a slow, steady 
pace as traits change incrementally. In (b) punctuated 
equilibrium, species diverge quickly and then remain 

unchanged for long periods of time. 


Which of the following statements is false? 


a. Punctuated equilibrium is most likely to occur in a small population 
that experiences a rapid change in its environment. 

b. Punctuated equilibrium is most likely to occur in a large population 
that lives in a stable climate. 

c. Gradual speciation is most likely to occur in species that live ina 
stable climate. 

d. Gradual speciation and punctuated equilibrium both result in the 
divergence of species. 


The primary influencing factor on changes in speciation rate is 
environmental conditions. Under some conditions, selection occurs quickly 
or radically. Consider a species of snails that had been living with the same 
basic form for many thousands of years. Layers of their fossils would 
appear similar for a long time. When a change in the environment takes 
place—such as a drop in the water level—a small number of organisms are 
separated from the rest in a brief period of time, essentially forming one 
large and one tiny population. The tiny population faces new environmental 
conditions. Because its gene pool quickly became so small, any variation 
that surfaces and that aids in surviving the new conditions becomes the 
predominant form. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Visit this website to continue the speciation story of the snails. 


Section Summary 


Speciation is not a precise division: overlap between closely related species 
can occur in areas called hybrid zones. Organisms reproduce with other 
similar organisms. The fitness of these hybrid offspring can affect the 
evolutionary path of the two species. Scientists propose two models for the 
rate of speciation: one model illustrates how a species can change slowly 
over time; the other model demonstrates how change can occur quickly 
from a parent generation to a new species. Both models continue to follow 
the patterns of natural selection. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 
Problem: 
[link] If two species eat a different diet but one of the food sources is 


eliminated and both species are forced to eat the same foods, what 
change in the hybrid zone is most likely to occur? 


Solution: 


[link] Fusion is most likely to occur because the two species will 
interact more and similar traits in food acquisition will be selected. 


Exercise: 


Problem:|link] Which of the following statements is false? 


a. Punctuated equilibrium is most likely to occur in a small 
population that experiences a rapid change in its environment. 

b. Punctuated equilibrium is most likely to occur in a large 
population that lives in a stable climate. 

c. Gradual speciation is most likely to occur in species that live in a 
stable climate. 

d. Gradual speciation and punctuated equilibrium both result in the 
evolution of new species. 


Solution: 


[link] Answer B 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which term is used to describe the continued divergence of species 
based on the low fitness of hybrid offspring? 


a. reinforcement 

b. fusion 

c. stability 

d. punctuated equilibrium 


Solution: 


A 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which components of speciation would be least likely to be a part of 
punctuated equilibrium? 


a. a division of populations 
b. a change in environmental conditions 


c. ongoing gene flow among all individuals 
d. a large number of mutations taking place at once 


Solution: 


C 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: What do both rate of speciation models have in common? 


Solution: 


Both models continue to conform to the rules of natural selection, and 
the influences of gene flow, genetic drift, and mutation. 

Exercise: 
Problem: 


Describe a situation where hybrid reproduction would cause two 
species to fuse into one. 


Solution: 


If the hybrid offspring are as fit or more fit than the parents, 
reproduction would likely continue between both species and the 


hybrids, eventually bringing all organisms under the umbrella of one 
species. 


Glossary 


gradual speciation model 
model that shows how species diverge gradually over time in small 
steps 


hybrid zone 
area where two closely related species continue to interact and 
reproduce, forming hybrids 


punctuated equilibrium 
model for rapid speciation that can occur when an event causes a small 
portion of a population to be cut off from the rest of the population 


reinforcement 
continued speciation divergence between two related species due to 
low fitness of hybrids between them 


Introduction 
class="introduction' 


Living 
things may 
be single- 
celled or 
complex, 
multicellular 
organisms. 
They may be 
plants, 
animals, 
fungi, 
bacteria, or 
archaea. This 
diversity 
results from 
evolution. 
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All life on Earth is related. Evolutionary theory states that humans, beetles, 
plants, and bacteria all share a common ancestor, but that millions of years 
of evolution have shaped each of these organisms into the forms seen today. 
Scientists consider evolution a key concept to understanding life. Natural 
selection is one of the most dominant evolutionary forces. Natural selection 
acts to promote traits and behaviors that increase an organism’s chances of 
survival and reproduction, while eliminating those traits and behaviors that 
are to the organism’s detriment. But natural selection can only, as its name 
implies, select—it cannot create. The introduction of novel traits and 
behaviors falls on the shoulders of another evolutionary force—mutation. 
Mutation and other sources of variation among individuals, as well as the 
evolutionary forces that act upon them, alter populations and species. This 
combination of processes has led to the world of life we see today. 


Population Evolution 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


¢ Define population genetics and describe how population genetics is 
used in the study of the evolution of populations 
e Define the Hardy-Weinberg principle and discuss its importance 


The mechanisms of inheritance, or genetics, were not understood at the time 
Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace were developing their idea of 
natural selection. This lack of understanding was a stumbling block to 
understanding many aspects of evolution. In fact, the predominant (and 
incorrect) genetic theory of the time, blending inheritance, made it difficult 
to understand how natural selection might operate. Darwin and Wallace 
were unaware of the genetics work by Austrian monk Gregor Mendel, 
which was published in 1866, not long after publication of Darwin's book, 
On the Origin of Species. Mendel’s work was rediscovered in the early 
twentieth century at which time geneticists were rapidly coming to an 
understanding of the basics of inheritance. Initially, the newly discovered 
particulate nature of genes made it difficult for biologists to understand how 
gradual evolution could occur. But over the next few decades genetics and 
evolution were integrated in what became known as the modern synthesis 
—the coherent understanding of the relationship between natural selection 
and genetics that took shape by the 1940s and is generally accepted today. 
In sum, the modern synthesis describes how evolutionary processes, such as 
natural selection, can affect a population’s genetic makeup, and, in turn, 
how this can result in the gradual evolution of populations and species. The 
theory also connects this change of a population over time, called 
microevolution, with the processes that gave rise to new species and higher 
taxonomic groups with widely divergent characters, called 
macroevolution. 


Note: 

Everyday Connection 

Evolution and Flu Vaccines 

Every fall, the media starts reporting on flu vaccinations and potential 
outbreaks. Scientists, health experts, and institutions determine 


recommendations for different parts of the population, predict optimal 
production and inoculation schedules, create vaccines, and set up clinics to 
provide inoculations. You may think of the annual flu shot as a lot of media 
hype, an important health protection, or just a briefly uncomfortable prick 
in your arm. But do you think of it in terms of evolution? 

The media hype of annual flu shots is scientifically grounded in our 
understanding of evolution. Each year, scientists across the globe strive to 
predict the flu strains that they anticipate being most widespread and 
harmful in the coming year. This knowledge is based in how flu strains 
have evolved over time and over the past few flu seasons. Scientists then 
work to create the most effective vaccine to combat those selected strains. 
Hundreds of millions of doses are produced in a short period in order to 
provide vaccinations to key populations at the optimal time. 

Because viruses, like the flu, evolve very quickly (especially in 
evolutionary time), this poses quite a challenge. Viruses mutate and 
replicate at a fast rate, so the vaccine developed to protect against last 
year’s flu strain may not provide the protection needed against the coming 
year’s strain. Evolution of these viruses means continued adaptions to 
ensure survival, including adaptations to survive previous vaccines. 


Population Genetics 


Recall that a gene for a particular character may have several alleles, or 
variants, that code for different traits associated with that character. For 
example, in the ABO blood type system in humans, three alleles determine 
the particular blood-type carbohydrate on the surface of red blood cells. 
Each individual in a population of diploid organisms can only carry two 
alleles for a particular gene, but more than two may be present in the 
individuals that make up the population. Mendel followed alleles as they 
were inherited from parent to offspring. In the early twentieth century, 
biologists in a field of study known as population genetics began to study 
how selective forces change a population through changes in allele and 
genotypic frequencies. 


The allele frequency (or gene frequency) is the rate at which a specific 
allele appears within a population. Until now we have discussed evolution 
as a change in the characteristics of a population of organisms, but behind 
that phenotypic change is genetic change. In population genetics, the term 
evolution is defined as a change in the frequency of an allele in a 
population. Using the ABO blood type system as an example, the frequency 
of one of the alleles, I“, is the number of copies of that allele divided by all 
the copies of the ABO gene in the population. For example, a study in 
Jordan!2mote] found a frequency of I“ to be 26.1 percent. The I® and [° 
alleles made up 13.4 percent and 60.5 percent of the alleles respectively, 
and all of the frequencies added up to 100 percent. A change in this 
frequency over time would constitute evolution in the population. 

Sahar S. Hanania, Dhia S. Hassawi, and Nidal M. Irshaid, “Allele 
Frequency and Molecular Genotypes of ABO Blood Group System in a 
Jordanian Population,” Journal of Medical Sciences 7 (2007): 51-58, 

doi: 10.3923/jms.2007.51.58. 


The allele frequency within a given population can change depending on 
environmental factors; therefore, certain alleles become more widespread 
than others during the process of natural selection. Natural selection can 
alter the population’s genetic makeup; for example, if a given allele confers 
a phenotype that allows an individual to better survive or have more 
offspring. Because many of those offspring will also carry the beneficial 
allele, and often the corresponding phenotype, they will have more 
offspring of their own that also carry the allele, thus, perpetuating the cycle. 
Over time, the allele will spread throughout the population. Some alleles 
will quickly become fixed in this way, meaning that every individual of the 
population will carry the allele, while detrimental mutations may be swiftly 
eliminated if derived from a dominant allele from the gene pool. The gene 
pool is the sum of all the alleles in a population. 


Sometimes, allele frequencies within a population change randomly with no 
advantage to the population over existing allele frequencies. This 
phenomenon is called genetic drift. Natural selection and genetic drift 
usually occur simultaneously in populations and are not isolated events. It is 
hard to determine which process dominates because it is often nearly 
impossible to determine the cause of change in allele frequencies at each 


occurrence. An event that initiates an allele frequency change in an isolated 
part of the population, which is not typical of the original population, is 
called the founder effect. Natural selection, random drift, and founder 
effects can lead to significant changes in the genome of a population. 


Hardy-Weinberg Principle of Equilibrium 


In the early twentieth century, English mathematician Godfrey Hardy and 
German physician Wilhelm Weinberg stated the principle of equilibrium to 
describe the genetic makeup of a population. The theory, which later 
became known as the Hardy-Weinberg principle of equilibrium, states that a 
population’s allele and genotype frequencies are inherently stable— unless 
some kind of evolutionary force is acting upon the population, neither the 
allele nor the genotypic frequencies would change. The Hardy-Weinberg 
principle assumes conditions with no mutations, migration, emigration, or 
selective pressure for or against genotype, plus an infinite population; while 
no population can satisfy those conditions, the principle offers a useful 
model against which to compare real population changes. 


Working under this theory, population geneticists represent different alleles 
as different variables in their mathematical models. The variable p, for 
example, often represents the frequency of a particular allele, say Y for the 
trait of yellow in Mendel’s peas, while the variable q represents the 
frequency of y alleles that confer the color green. If these are the only two 
possible alleles for a given locus in the population, p + gq = 1. In other 
words, all the p alleles and all the g alleles make up all of the alleles for that 
locus that are found in the population. 


But what ultimately interests most biologists is not the frequencies of 
different alleles, but the frequencies of the resulting genotypes, known as 
the population’s genetic structure, from which scientists can surmise the 
distribution of phenotypes. If the phenotype is observed, only the genotype 
of the homozygous recessive alleles can be known; the calculations provide 
an estimate of the remaining genotypes. Since each individual carries two 
alleles per gene, if the allele frequencies (p and q) are known, predicting the 
frequencies of these genotypes is a simple mathematical calculation to 
determine the probability of getting these genotypes if two alleles are drawn 


at random from the gene pool. So in the above scenario, an individual pea 
plant could be pp (YY), and thus produce yellow peas; pq (Yy), also 
yellow; or qq (yy), and thus producing green peas ([link]). In other words, 
the frequency of pp individuals is simply p?; the frequency of pq 
individuals is 2pq; and the frequency of qq individuals is q?. And, again, if 
p and q are the only two possible alleles for a given trait in the population, 
these genotypes frequencies will sum to one: p* + 2pq + q? = 1. 


Note: 
Art Connection 
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When populations are in the Hardy-Weinberg 
equilibrium, the allelic frequency is stable from 
generation to generation and the distribution of 

alleles can be determined from the Hardy- 
Weinberg equation. If the allelic frequency 
measured in the field differs from the predicted 
value, scientists can make inferences about what 
evolutionary forces are at play. 


In plants, violet flower color (V) is dominant over white (v). If p = 0.8 and 
q = 0.2 ina population of 500 plants, how many individuals would you 
expect to be homozygous dominant (VV), heterozygous (Vv), and 
homozygous recessive (vv)? How many plants would you expect to have 
violet flowers, and how many would have white flowers? 


In theory, if a population is at equilibrium—that is, there are no 
evolutionary forces acting upon it—generation after generation would have 
the same gene pool and genetic structure, and these equations would all 
hold true all of the time. Of course, even Hardy and Weinberg recognized 
that no natural population is immune to evolution. Populations in nature are 
constantly changing in genetic makeup due to drift, mutation, possibly 
migration, and selection. As a result, the only way to determine the exact 
distribution of phenotypes in a population is to go out and count them. But 
the Hardy-Weinberg principle gives scientists a mathematical baseline of a 
non-evolving population to which they can compare evolving populations 
and thereby infer what evolutionary forces might be at play. If the 
frequencies of alleles or genotypes deviate from the value expected from 
the Hardy-Weinberg equation, then the population is evolving. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Use this online calculator to determine the genetic structure of a 
population. 


Section Summary 


The modern synthesis of evolutionary theory grew out of the cohesion of 
Darwin’s, Wallace’s, and Mendel’s thoughts on evolution and heredity, 
along with the more modern study of population genetics. It describes the 
evolution of populations and species, from small-scale changes among 
individuals to large-scale changes over paleontological time periods. To 
understand how organisms evolve, scientists can track populations’ allele 
frequencies over time. If they differ from generation to generation, 
scientists can conclude that the population is not in Hardy-Weinberg 
equilibrium, and is thus evolving. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


[link] In plants, violet flower color (V) is dominant over white (v). If 
p=.8 and q = 0.2 in a population of 500 plants, how many individuals 
would you expect to be homozygous dominant (VV), heterozygous 
(Vv), and homozygous recessive (vv)? How many plants would you 
expect to have violet flowers, and how many would have white 
flowers? 


Solution: 


[link] The expected distribution is 320 VV, 160Vv, and 20 vv plants. 
Plants with VV or Vv genotypes would have violet flowers, and plants 
with the vv genotype would have white flowers, so a total of 480 
plants would be expected to have violet flowers, and 20 plants would 
have white flowers. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: What is the difference between micro- and macroevolution? 


a. Microevolution describes the evolution of small organisms, such 
as insects, while macroevolution describes the evolution of large 
organisms, like people and elephants. 

b. Microevolution describes the evolution of microscopic entities, 
such as molecules and proteins, while macroevolution describes 
the evolution of whole organisms. 

c. Microevolution describes the evolution of organisms in 
populations, while macroevolution describes the evolution of 
species over long periods of time. 

d. Microevolution describes the evolution of organisms over their 
lifetimes, while macroevolution describes the evolution of 
organisms over multiple generations. 


Solution: 


& 


Exercise: 


Problem: Population genetics is the study of: 


a. how selective forces change the allele frequencies in a population 
over time 
b. the genetic basis of population-wide traits 


c. whether traits have a genetic basis 
d. the degree of inbreeding in a population 


Solution: 


A 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


Which of the following populations is not in Hardy-Weinberg 
equilibrium? 


a. a population with 12 homozygous recessive individuals (yy), 8 
homozygous dominant individuals (YY), and 4 heterozygous 
individuals (Yy) 

b. a population in which the allele frequencies do not change over 
time 

2 ee 
cp’ + 2pq+ qe = 1 
d. a population undergoing natural selection 


Solution: 


D 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


One of the original Amish colonies rose from a ship of colonists that 
came from Europe. The ship’s captain, who had polydactyly, a rare 


dominant trait, was one of the original colonists. Today, we see a much 


higher frequency of polydactyly in the Amish population. This is an 
example of: 


a. natural selection 
b. genetic drift 


c. founder effect 
d.bandc 


Solution: 


D 


Free Response 


Exercise: 
Problem: 
Solve for the genetic structure of a population with 12 homozygous 


recessive individuals (yy), 8 homozygous dominant individuals (YY), 
and 4 heterozygous individuals (Yy). 


Solution: 
p = (8*2 + 4)/48 = .42; q = (12*2 + 4)/48 = .58; p2 = .17; 2pq = .48; ? 
= 34 


Exercise: 


Problem:Explain the Hardy-Weinberg principle of equilibrium theory. 


Solution: 


The Hardy-Weinberg principle of equilibrium is used to describe the 
genetic makeup of a population. The theory states that a population’s 
allele and genotype frequencies are inherently stable: unless some kind 
of evolutionary force is acting upon the population, generation after 
generation of the population would carry the same genes, and 
individuals would, as a whole, look essentially the same. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Imagine you are trying to test whether a population of flowers is 
undergoing evolution. You suspect there is selection pressure on the 
color of the flower: bees seem to cluster around the red flowers more 
often than the blue flowers. In a separate experiment, you discover 
blue flower color is dominant to red flower color. In a field, you count 
600 blue flowers and 200 red flowers. What would you expect the 
genetic structure of the flowers to be? 


Solution: 


Red is recessive so q2 = 200/800 = 0.25; gq = 0.5; p = 1-q = 0.5; p2 = 
0.25; 2pq = 0.5. You would expect 200 homozygous blue flowers, 400 
heterozygous blue flowers, and 200 red flowers. 


Glossary 


allele frequency 
(also, gene frequency) rate at which a specific allele appears within a 
population 


founder effect 
event that initiates an allele frequency change in part of the population, 
which is not typical of the original population 


gene pool 
all of the alleles carried by all of the individuals in the population 


genetic structure 
distribution of the different possible genotypes in a population 


macroevolution 
broader scale evolutionary changes seen over paleontological time 


microevolution 
changes in a population’s genetic structure 


modern synthesis 
overarching evolutionary paradigm that took shape by the 1940s and is 
generally accepted today 


population genetics 
study of how selective forces change the allele frequencies in a 
population over time 


Population Genetics 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Describe the different types of variation in a population 

e Explain why only heritable variation can be acted upon by natural 
selection 

e Describe genetic drift and the bottleneck effect 

e Explain how each evolutionary force can influence the allele 
frequencies of a population 


Individuals of a population often display different phenotypes, or express 
different alleles of a particular gene, referred to as polymorphisms. 
Populations with two or more variations of particular characteristics are 
called polymorphic. The distribution of phenotypes among individuals, 
known as the population variation, is influenced by a number of factors, 
including the population’s genetic structure and the environment ([link]). 
Understanding the sources of a phenotypic variation in a population is 
important for determining how a population will evolve in response to 
different evolutionary pressures. 
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The distribution of phenotypes in this 
litter of kittens illustrates population 
variation. (credit: Pieter Lanser) 


Genetic Variance 


Natural selection and some of the other evolutionary forces can only act on 
heritable traits, namely an organism’s genetic code. Because alleles are 
passed from parent to offspring, those that confer beneficial traits or 
behaviors may be selected for, while deleterious alleles may be selected 
against. Acquired traits, for the most part, are not heritable. For example, if 
an athlete works out in the gym every day, building up muscle strength, the 
athlete’s offspring will not necessarily grow up to be a body builder. If there 
is a genetic basis for the ability to run fast, on the other hand, this may be 
passed to a child. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Before Darwinian evolution became the prevailing theory of the field, 
French naturalist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck theorized that acquired traits 
could, in fact, be inherited; while this hypothesis has largely been 
unsupported, scientists have recently begun to realize that Lamarck was 
not completely wrong. Visit this site to learn more. 


Heritability is the fraction of phenotype variation that can be attributed to 
genetic differences, or genetic variance, among individuals in a population. 
The greater the hereditability of a population’s phenotypic variation, the 
more susceptible it is to the evolutionary forces that act on heritable 
variation. 


The diversity of alleles and genotypes within a population is called genetic 
variance. When scientists are involved in the breeding of a species, such as 
with animals in zoos and nature preserves, they try to increase a 


population’s genetic variance to preserve as much of the phenotypic 
diversity as they can. This also helps reduce the risks associated with 
inbreeding, the mating of closely related individuals, which can have the 
undesirable effect of bringing together deleterious recessive mutations that 
can cause abnormalities and susceptibility to disease. For example, a 
disease that is caused by a rare, recessive allele might exist in a population, 
but it will only manifest itself when an individual carries two copies of the 
allele. Because the allele is rare in a normal, healthy population with 
unrestricted habitat, the chance that two carriers will mate is low, and even 
then, only 25 percent of their offspring will inherit the disease allele from 
both parents. While it is likely to happen at some point, it will not happen 
frequently enough for natural selection to be able to swiftly eliminate the 
allele from the population, and as a result, the allele will be maintained at 
low levels in the gene pool. However, if a family of carriers begins to 
interbreed with each other, this will dramatically increase the likelihood of 
two carriers mating and eventually producing diseased offspring, a 
phenomenon known as inbreeding depression. 


Changes in allele frequencies that are identified in a population can shed 
light on how it is evolving. In addition to natural selection, there are other 
evolutionary forces that could be in play: genetic drift, gene flow, mutation, 
nonrandom mating, and environmental variances. 


Genetic Drift 


The theory of natural selection stems from the observation that some 
individuals in a population are more likely to survive longer and have more 
offspring than others; thus, they will pass on more of their genes to the next 
generation. A big, powerful male gorilla, for example, is much more likely 
than a smaller, weaker one to become the population’s silverback, the 
pack’s leader who mates far more than the other males of the group. The 
pack leader will father more offspring, who share half of his genes, and are 
likely to also grow bigger and stronger like their father. Over time, the 
genes for bigger size will increase in frequency in the population, and the 
population will, as a result, grow larger on average. That is, this would 
occur if this particular selection pressure, or driving selective force, were 


the only one acting on the population. In other examples, better camouflage 
or a stronger resistance to drought might pose a selection pressure. 


Another way a population’s allele and genotype frequencies can change is 
genetic drift ({link]), which is simply the effect of chance. By chance, 
some individuals will have more offspring than others—not due to an 
advantage conferred by some genetically-encoded trait, but just because one 
male happened to be in the right place at the right time (when the receptive 
female walked by) or because the other one happened to be in the wrong 
place at the wrong time (when a fox was hunting). 


Note: 
Art Connection 


Genetic Drift 


First generation 
p (B gene frequency) = .5 
q (b gene frequency) = .5 


Genetic drift in a population 
can lead to the elimination of 
an allele from a population 
by chance. In this example, 
rabbits with the brown coat 
color allele (B) are dominant 
over rabbits with the white 
coat color allele (b). In the 


first generation, the two 
alleles occur with equal 
frequency in the population, 
resulting in p and q values of 
.o. Only half of the 
individuals reproduce, 
resulting in a second 
generation with p and q 
values of .7 and .3, 
respectively. Only two 
individuals in the second 
generation reproduce, and by 
chance these individuals are 
homozygous dominant for 
brown coat color. As a result, 
in the third generation the 
recessive b allele is lost. 


Do you think genetic drift would happen more quickly on an island or on 
the mainland? 


Small populations are more susceptible to the forces of genetic drift. Large 
populations, on the other hand, are buffered against the effects of chance. If 
one individual of a population of 10 individuals happens to die at a young 
age before it leaves any offspring to the next generation, all of its genes— 
1/10 of the population’s gene pool—will be suddenly lost. In a population 
of 100, that’s only 1 percent of the overall gene pool; therefore, it is much 
less impactful on the population’s genetic structure. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Go to this site to watch an animation of random sampling and genetic drift 
in action. 


Genetic drift can also be magnified by natural events, such as a natural 
disaster that kills—at random—a large portion of the population. Known as 
the bottleneck effect, it results in a large portion of the genome suddenly 
being wiped out ((link]). In one fell swoop, the genetic structure of the 
survivors becomes the genetic structure of the entire population, which may 
be very different from the pre-disaster population. 


Original 
population 
/ PrZZ, 

Bottlenecking ——————= 
event ae ae 

| @ 
Surviving | 
population | a | 
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A chance event or catastrophe 
can reduce the genetic 
variability within a population. 


Another scenario in which populations might experience a strong influence 
of genetic drift is if some portion of the population leaves to start a new 
population in a new location or if a population gets divided by a physical 
barrier of some kind. In this situation, those individuals are unlikely to be 
representative of the entire population, which results in the founder effect. 
The founder effect occurs when the genetic structure changes to match that 
of the new population’s founding fathers and mothers. The founder effect is 
believed to have been a key factor in the genetic history of the Afrikaner 
population of Dutch settlers in South Africa, as evidenced by mutations that 
are common in Afrikaners but rare in most other populations. This is likely 
due to the fact that a higher-than-normal proportion of the founding 
colonists carried these mutations. As a result, the population expresses 
unusually high incidences of Huntington’s disease (HD) and Fanconi 
anemia (FA), a genetic disorder known to cause blood marrow and 
congenital abnormalities—even cancer, footnote] 

A. J. Tipping et al., “Molecular and Genealogical Evidence for a Founder 
Effect in Fanconi Anemia Families of the Afrikaner Population of South 
Africa,” PNAS 98, no. 10 (2001): 5734-5739, doi: 
10.1073/pnas.091402398. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 


Watch this short video to learn more about the founder and bottleneck 
effects. 
https://www.openstaxcollege.org/l/founder_ bottle 


Note: 

Scientific Method Connection 

Testing the Bottleneck Effect 

Question: How do natural disasters affect the genetic structure of a 
population? 

Background: When much of a population is suddenly wiped out by an 
earthquake or hurricane, the individuals that survive the event are usually a 
random sampling of the original group. As a result, the genetic makeup of 
the population can change dramatically. This phenomenon is known as the 
bottleneck effect. 

Hypothesis: Repeated natural disasters will yield different population 
genetic structures; therefore, each time this experiment is run, the results 
will vary. 

Test the hypothesis: Count out the original population using different 
colored beads. For example, red, blue, and yellow beads might represent 
red, blue, and yellow individuals. After recording the number of each 
individual in the original population, place them all in a bottle with a 
narrow neck that will only allow a few beads out at a time. Then, pour 1/3 
of the bottle’s contents into a bowl. This represents the surviving 
individuals after a natural disaster kills a majority of the population. Count 
the number of the different colored beads in the bowl, and record it. Then, 
place all of the beads back in the bottle and repeat the experiment four 
more times. 

Analyze the data: Compare the five populations that resulted from the 
experiment. Do the populations all contain the same number of different 
colored beads, or do they vary? Remember, these populations all came 
from the same exact parent population. 

Form a conclusion: Most likely, the five resulting populations will differ 
quite dramatically. This is because natural disasters are not selective—they 
kill and spare individuals at random. Now think about how this might 
affect a real population. What happens when a hurricane hits the 
Mississippi Gulf Coast? How do the seabirds that live on the beach fare? 


Gene Flow 


Another important evolutionary force is gene flow: the flow of alleles in 
and out of a population due to the migration of individuals or gametes 
({link]). While some populations are fairly stable, others experience more 
flux. Many plants, for example, send their pollen far and wide, by wind or 
by bird, to pollinate other populations of the same species some distance 
away. Even a population that may initially appear to be stable, such as a 
pride of lions, can experience its fair share of immigration and emigration 
as developing males leave their mothers to seek out a new pride with 
genetically unrelated females. This variable flow of individuals in and out 
of the group not only changes the gene structure of the population, but it 
can also introduce new genetic variation to populations in different 
geological locations and habitats. 


Gene flow can occur when an individual 
travels from one geographic location to 
another. 


Mutation 


Mutations are changes to an organism’s DNA and are an important driver of 
diversity in populations. Species evolve because of the accumulation of 
mutations that occur over time. The appearance of new mutations is the 
most common way to introduce novel genotypic and phenotypic variance. 
Some mutations are unfavorable or harmful and are quickly eliminated 


from the population by natural selection. Others are beneficial and will 
spread through the population. Whether or not a mutation is beneficial or 
harmful is determined by whether it helps an organism survive to sexual 
maturity and reproduce. Some mutations do not do anything and can linger, 
unaffected by natural selection, in the genome. Some can have a dramatic 
effect on a gene and the resulting phenotype. 


Nonrandom Mating 


If individuals nonrandomly mate with their peers, the result can be a 
changing population. There are many reasons nonrandom mating occurs. 
One reason is simple mate choice; for example, female peahens may prefer 
peacocks with bigger, brighter tails. Traits that lead to more matings for an 
individual become selected for by natural selection. One common form of 
mate choice, called assortative mating, is an individual’s preference to 
mate with partners who are phenotypically similar to themselves. 


Another cause of nonrandom mating is physical location. This is especially 
true in large populations spread over large geographic distances where not 
all individuals will have equal access to one another. Some might be miles 
apart through woods or over rough terrain, while others might live 
immediately nearby. 


Environmental Variance 


Genes are not the only players involved in determining population 
variation. Phenotypes are also influenced by other factors, such as the 
environment ({link]). A beachgoer is likely to have darker skin than a city 
dweller, for example, due to regular exposure to the sun, an environmental 
factor. Some major characteristics, such as sex, are determined by the 
environment for some species. For example, some turtles and other reptiles 
have temperature-dependent sex determination (TSD). TSD means that 
individuals develop into males if their eggs are incubated within a certain 
temperature range, or females at a different temperature range. 


The sex of the American alligator 
(Alligator mississippiensis) is 
determined by the temperature at 
which the eggs are incubated. Eggs 
incubated at 30°C produce females, 
and eggs incubated at 33°C produce 
males. (credit: Steve Hillebrand, 
USFWS) 


Geographic separation between populations can lead to differences in the 
phenotypic variation between those populations. Such geographical 
variation is seen between most populations and can be significant. One 
type of geographic variation, called a cline, can be seen as populations of a 
given species vary gradually across an ecological gradient. Species of 
warm-blooded animals, for example, tend to have larger bodies in the 
cooler climates closer to the earth’s poles, allowing them to better conserve 
heat. This is considered a latitudinal cline. Alternatively, flowering plants 
tend to bloom at different times depending on where they are along the 
slope of a mountain, known as an altitudinal cline. 


If there is gene flow between the populations, the individuals will likely 
show gradual differences in phenotype along the cline. Restricted gene 
flow, on the other hand, can lead to abrupt differences, even speciation. 


Section Summary 


Both genetic and environmental factors can cause phenotypic variation in a 
population. Different alleles can confer different phenotypes, and different 
environments can also cause individuals to look or act differently. Only 
those differences encoded in an individual’s genes, however, can be passed 
to its offspring and, thus, be a target of natural selection. Natural selection 
works by selecting for alleles that confer beneficial traits or behaviors, 
while selecting against those for deleterious qualities. Genetic drift stems 
from the chance occurrence that some individuals in the germ line have 
more offspring than others. When individuals leave or join the population, 
allele frequencies can change as a result of gene flow. Mutations to an 
individual’s DNA may introduce new variation into a population. Allele 
frequencies can also be altered when individuals do not randomly mate with 
others in the group. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


[link] Do you think genetic drift would happen more quickly on an 
island or on the mainland? 


Solution: 
[link] Genetic drift is likely to occur more rapidly on an island where 
smaller populations are expected to occur. 

Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


When male lions reach sexual maturity, they leave their group in 
search of a new pride. This can alter the allele frequencies of the 
population through which of the following mechanisms? 


a. natural selection 
b. genetic drift 

c. gene flow 

d. random mating 


Solution: 


C 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which of the following evolutionary forces can introduce new genetic 
variation into a population? 


a. natural selection and genetic drift 

b. mutation and gene flow 

c. natural selection and nonrandom mating 
d. mutation and genetic drift 


Solution: 
B 
Exercise: 
Problem: What is assortative mating? 


a. when individuals mate with those who are similar to themselves 


b. when individuals mate with those who are dissimilar to 
themselves 

c. when individuals mate with those who are the most fit in the 
population 

d. when individuals mate with those who are least fit in the 
population 


Solution: 


A 
Exercise: 
Problem: 
When closely related individuals mate with each other, or inbreed, the 


offspring are often not as fit as the offspring of two unrelated 
individuals. Why? 


a. Close relatives are genetically incompatible. 

b. The DNA of close relatives reacts negatively in the offspring. 

c. Inbreeding can bring together rare, deleterious mutations that lead 
to harmful phenotypes. 

d. Inbreeding causes normally silent alleles to be expressed. 


Solution: 


c 


Exercise: 


Problem: What is a cline? 


a. the slope of a mountain where a population lives 

b. the degree to which a mutation helps an individual survive 
c. the number of individuals in the population 

d. gradual geographic variation across an ecological gradient 


Solution: 


D 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Describe a situation in which a population would undergo the 
bottleneck effect and explain what impact that would have on the 
population’s gene pool. 


Solution: 


A hurricane kills a large percentage of a population of sand-dwelling 
crustaceans—only a few individuals survive. The alleles carried by 
those surviving individuals would represent the entire population’s 
gene pool. If those surviving individuals are not representative of the 
original population, the post-hurricane gene pool will differ from the 
original gene pool. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Describe natural selection and give an example of natural selection at 
work in a population. 


Solution: 


The theory of natural selection stems from the observation that some 
individuals in a population survive longer and have more offspring 
than others: thus, more of their genes are passed to the next generation. 
For example, a big, powerful male gorilla is much more likely than a 
smaller, weaker one to become the population’s silverback: the pack’s 
leader who mates far more than the other males of the group. 


Therefore, the pack leader will father more offspring who share half of 
his genes and are likely to grow bigger and stronger like their father. 
Over time, the genes for bigger size will increase in frequency in the 
population, and the average body size, as a result, grow larger on 
average. 


Exercise: 


Problem:Explain what a cline is and provide examples. 
Solution: 


A cline is a type of geographic variation that is seen in populations of a 
given species that vary gradually across an ecological gradient. For 
example, warm-blooded animals tend to have larger bodies in the 
cooler climates closer to the earth’s poles, allowing them to better 
conserve heat. This is considered a latitudinal cline. Flowering plants 
tend to bloom at different times depending on where they are along the 
slope of a mountain. This is known as an altitudinal cline. 


Glossary 


assortative mating 
when individuals tend to mate with those who are phenotypically 
similar to themselves 


bottleneck effect 
magnification of genetic drift as a result of natural events or 
catastrophes 


cline 
gradual geographic variation across an ecological gradient 


gene flow 
flow of alleles in and out of a population due to the migration of 
individuals or gametes 


genetic drift 
effect of chance on a population’s gene pool 


genetic variance 
diversity of alleles and genotypes in a population 


geographical variation 
differences in the phenotypic variation between populations that are 
separated geographically 


heritability 
fraction of population variation that can be attributed to its genetic 
variance 


inbreeding 
mating of closely related individuals 


inbreeding depression 
increase in abnormalities and disease in inbreeding populations 


nonrandom mating 
changes in a population’s gene pool due to mate choice or other forces 
that cause individuals to mate with certain phenotypes more than 
others 


population variation 
distribution of phenotypes in a population 


selective pressure 
environmental factor that causes one phenotype to be better than 
another 


Adaptive Evolution 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Explain the different ways natural selection can shape populations 
e Describe how these different forces can lead to different outcomes in 
terms of the population variation 


Natural selection only acts on the population’s heritable traits: selecting for 
beneficial alleles and thus increasing their frequency in the population, 
while selecting against deleterious alleles and thereby decreasing their 
frequency—a process known as adaptive evolution. Natural selection does 
not act on individual alleles, however, but on entire organisms. An 
individual may carry a very beneficial genotype with a resulting phenotype 
that, for example, increases the ability to reproduce (fecundity), but if that 
same individual also carries an allele that results in a fatal childhood 
disease, that fecundity phenotype will not be passed on to the next 
generation because the individual will not live to reach reproductive age. 
Natural selection acts at the level of the individual; it selects for individuals 
with greater contributions to the gene pool of the next generation, known as 
an organism’s evolutionary (Darwinian) fitness. 


Fitness is often quantifiable and is measured by scientists in the field. 
However, it is not the absolute fitness of an individual that counts, but 
rather how it compares to the other organisms in the population. This 
concept, called relative fitness, allows researchers to determine which 
individuals are contributing additional offspring to the next generation, and 
thus, how the population might evolve. 


There are several ways selection can affect population variation: stabilizing 
selection, directional selection, diversifying selection, frequency-dependent 
selection, and sexual selection. As natural selection influences the allele 
frequencies in a population, individuals can either become more or less 
genetically similar and the phenotypes displayed can become more similar 
or more disparate. 


Stabilizing Selection 


If natural selection favors an average phenotype, selecting against extreme 
variation, the population will undergo stabilizing selection ([link]). In a 
population of mice that live in the woods, for example, natural selection is 
likely to favor individuals that best blend in with the forest floor and are 
less likely to be spotted by predators. Assuming the ground is a fairly 
consistent shade of brown, those mice whose fur is most closely matched to 
that color will be most likely to survive and reproduce, passing on their 
genes for their brown coat. Mice that carry alleles that make them a bit 
lighter or a bit darker will stand out against the ground and be more likely 
to fall victim to predation. As a result of this selection, the population’s 
genetic variance will decrease. 


Directional Selection 


When the environment changes, populations will often undergo directional 
selection ((link]), which selects for phenotypes at one end of the spectrum 
of existing variation. A classic example of this type of selection is the 
evolution of the peppered moth in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
England. Prior to the Industrial Revolution, the moths were predominately 
light in color, which allowed them to blend in with the light-colored trees 
and lichens in their environment. But as soot began spewing from factories, 
the trees became darkened, and the light-colored moths became easier for 
predatory birds to spot. Over time, the frequency of the melanic form of the 
moth increased because they had a higher survival rate in habitats affected 
by air pollution because their darker coloration blended with the sooty trees. 
Similarly, the hypothetical mouse population may evolve to take on a 
different coloration if something were to cause the forest floor where they 
live to change color. The result of this type of selection is a shift in the 
population’s genetic variance toward the new, fit phenotype. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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In science, sometimes things are believed to be true, and then new 
information comes to light that changes our understanding. The story of the 
peppered moth is an example: the facts behind the selection toward darker 
moths have recently been called into question. Read this article to learn 
more. 


Diversifying Selection 


Sometimes two or more distinct phenotypes can each have their advantages 
and be selected for by natural selection, while the intermediate phenotypes 
are, on average, less fit. Known as diversifying selection ((link]), this is 
seen in many populations of animals that have multiple male forms. Large, 
dominant alpha males obtain mates by brute force, while small males can 
sneak in for furtive copulations with the females in an alpha male’s 
territory. In this case, both the alpha males and the “sneaking” males will be 
selected for, but medium-sized males, which can’t overtake the alpha males 
and are too big to sneak copulations, are selected against. Diversifying 
selection can also occur when environmental changes favor individuals on 
either end of the phenotypic spectrum. Imagine a population of mice living 
at the beach where there is light-colored sand interspersed with patches of 
tall grass. In this scenario, light-colored mice that blend in with the sand 
would be favored, as well as dark-colored mice that can hide in the grass. 
Medium-colored mice, on the other hand, would not blend in with either the 
grass or the sand, and would thus be more likely to be eaten by predators. 
The result of this type of selection is increased genetic variance as the 
population becomes more diverse. 


Note: 
Art Connection 


(a) Stabilizing selection 


Robins typically lay four eggs, 
; an example of stabilizing 
Population selection. Larger clutches may 
after natural result in malnourished chicks, 
selection while smaller clutches may 
Original result in no viable offspring. 
population 


Light-colored peppered moths 
are better camouflaged against a 
pristine environment; likewise, 


Population after 
natural selection 


AA dark-colored peppered moths 
Original are better camouflaged against a 
population : sooty environment. Thus, as the 
Industrial Revolution progressed 
in nineteenth-century England, 
the color of the moth population 
shifted from light to dark, an 
example of directional selection. 


(c) Diversifying selection 

In a hyphothetical population, 
gray and Himalayan (gray and 
white) rabbits are better able to 
blend with a rocky environment 
than white rabbits, resulting in 
diversifying selection. 


Original Population after 
population natural selection 


Different types of natural selection can 
impact the distribution of phenotypes 
within a population. In (a) stabilizing 

selection, an average phenotype is 
favored. In (b) directional selection, a 
change in the environment shifts the 

spectrum of phenotypes observed. In (c) 

diversifying selection, two or more 
extreme phenotypes are selected for, 
while the average phenotype is selected 
against. 


In recent years, factories have become cleaner, and less soot is released 
into the environment. What impact do you think this has had on the 
distribution of moth color in the population? 


Frequency-dependent Selection 


Another type of selection, called frequency-dependent selection, favors 
phenotypes that are either common (positive frequency-dependent 
selection) or rare (negative frequency-dependent selection). An interesting 
example of this type of selection is seen in a unique group of lizards of the 
Pacific Northwest. Male common side-blotched lizards come in three 
throat-color patterns: orange, blue, and yellow. Each of these forms has a 
different reproductive strategy: orange males are the strongest and can fight 
other males for access to their females; blue males are medium-sized and 
form strong pair bonds with their mates; and yellow males ([link]) are the 
smallest, and look a bit like females, which allows them to sneak 
copulations. Like a game of rock-paper-scissors, orange beats blue, blue 
beats yellow, and yellow beats orange in the competition for females. That 
is, the big, strong orange males can fight off the blue males to mate with the 
blue’s pair-bonded females, the blue males are successful at guarding their 
mates against yellow sneaker males, and the yellow males can sneak 
copulations from the potential mates of the large, polygynous orange males. 


A yellow-throated side-blotched 
lizard is smaller than either the 
blue-throated or orange-throated 
males and appears a bit like the 
females of the species, allowing 
it to sneak copulations. (credit: 
“tinyfroglet”/Flickr) 


In this scenario, orange males will be favored by natural selection when the 
population is dominated by blue males, blue males will thrive when the 
population is mostly yellow males, and yellow males will be selected for 
when orange males are the most populous. As a result, populations of side- 
blotched lizards cycle in the distribution of these phenotypes—in one 
generation, orange might be predominant, and then yellow males will begin 
to rise in frequency. Once yellow males make up a majority of the 
population, blue males will be selected for. Finally, when blue males 
become common, orange males will once again be favored. 


Negative frequency-dependent selection serves to increase the population’s 
genetic variance by selecting for rare phenotypes, whereas positive 


frequency-dependent selection usually decreases genetic variance by 
selecting for common phenotypes. 


Sexual Selection 


Males and females of certain species are often quite different from one 
another in ways beyond the reproductive organs. Males are often larger, for 
example, and display many elaborate colors and adornments, like the 
peacock’s tail, while females tend to be smaller and duller in decoration. 
Such differences are known as sexual dimorphisms ([link]), which arise 
from the fact that in many populations, particularly animal populations, 
there is more variance in the reproductive success of the males than there is 
of the females. That is, some males—often the bigger, stronger, or more 
decorated males—get the vast majority of the total matings, while others 
receive none. This can occur because the males are better at fighting off 
other males, or because females will choose to mate with the bigger or more 
decorated males. In either case, this variation in reproductive success 
generates a strong selection pressure among males to get those matings, 
resulting in the evolution of bigger body size and elaborate ornaments to get 
the females’ attention. Females, on the other hand, tend to get a handful of 
selected matings; therefore, they are more likely to select more desirable 
males. 


Sexual dimorphism varies widely among species, of course, and some 
species are even sex-role reversed. In such cases, females tend to have a 
greater variance in their reproductive success than males and are 
correspondingly selected for the bigger body size and elaborate traits 
usually characteristic of males. 


Sexual dimorphism is observed in (a) peacocks and 
peahens, (b) Argiope appensa spiders (the female spider is 
the large one), and in (c) wood ducks. (credit “spiders”: 
modification of work by “Sanba38”/Wikimedia Commons; 
credit “duck”: modification of work by Kevin Cole) 


The selection pressures on males and females to obtain matings is known as 
sexual selection; it can result in the development of secondary sexual 
characteristics that do not benefit the individual’s likelihood of survival but 
help to maximize its reproductive success. Sexual selection can be so strong 
that it selects for traits that are actually detrimental to the individual’s 
survival. Think, once again, about the peacock’s tail. While it is beautiful 
and the male with the largest, most colorful tail is more likely to win the 
female, it is not the most practical appendage. In addition to being more 
visible to predators, it makes the males slower in their attempted escapes. 
There is some evidence that this risk, in fact, is why females like the big 
tails in the first place. The speculation is that large tails carry risk, and only 
the best males survive that risk: the bigger the tail, the more fit the male. 
This idea is known as the handicap principle. 


The good genes hypothesis states that males develop these impressive 
ornaments to show off their efficient metabolism or their ability to fight 
disease. Females then choose males with the most impressive traits because 
it signals their genetic superiority, which they will then pass on to their 
offspring. Though it might be argued that females should not be picky 
because it will likely reduce their number of offspring, if better males father 


more fit offspring, it may be beneficial. Fewer, healthier offspring may 
increase the chances of survival more than many, weaker offspring. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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In 1915, biologist Ronald Fisher proposed another model of sexual 
selection: the Fisherian runaway model, which suggests that selection of 
certain traits is a result of sexual preference. 


In both the handicap principle and the good genes hypothesis, the trait is 
said to be an honest signal of the males’ quality, thus giving females a way 
to find the fittest mates— males that will pass the best genes to their 
offspring. 


No Perfect Organism 


Natural selection is a driving force in evolution and can generate 
populations that are better adapted to survive and successfully reproduce in 
their environments. But natural selection cannot produce the perfect 
organism. Natural selection can only select on existing variation in the 
population; it does not create anything from scratch. Thus, it is limited by a 
population’s existing genetic variance and whatever new alleles arise 
through mutation and gene flow. 


Natural selection is also limited because it works at the level of individuals, 
not alleles, and some alleles are linked due to their physical proximity in the 


genome, making them more likely to be passed on together (linkage 
disequilibrium). Any given individual may carry some beneficial alleles and 
some unfavorable alleles. It is the net effect of these alleles, or the 
organism’s fitness, upon which natural selection can act. As a result, good 
alleles can be lost if they are carried by individuals that also have several 
overwhelmingly bad alleles; likewise, bad alleles can be kept if they are 
carried by individuals that have enough good alleles to result in an overall 
fitness benefit. 


Furthermore, natural selection can be constrained by the relationships 
between different polymorphisms. One morph may confer a higher fitness 
than another, but may not increase in frequency due to the fact that going 
from the less beneficial to the more beneficial trait would require going 
through a less beneficial phenotype. Think back to the mice that live at the 
beach. Some are light-colored and blend in with the sand, while others are 
dark and blend in with the patches of grass. The dark-colored mice may be, 
overall, more fit than the light-colored mice, and at first glance, one might 
expect the light-colored mice be selected for a darker coloration. But 
remember that the intermediate phenotype, a medium-colored coat, is very 
bad for the mice—they cannot blend in with either the sand or the grass and 
are more likely to be eaten by predators. As a result, the light-colored mice 
would not be selected for a dark coloration because those individuals that 
began moving in that direction (began being selected for a darker coat) 
would be less fit than those that stayed light. 


Finally, it is important to understand that not all evolution is adaptive. 
While natural selection selects the fittest individuals and often results in a 
more fit population overall, other forces of evolution, including genetic drift 
and gene flow, often do the opposite: introducing deleterious alleles to the 
population’s gene pool. Evolution has no purpose—it is not changing a 
population into a preconceived ideal. It is simply the sum of the various 
forces described in this chapter and how they influence the genetic and 
phenotypic variance of a population. 


Section Summary 


Because natural selection acts to increase the frequency of beneficial alleles 
and traits while decreasing the frequency of deleterious qualities, it is 
adaptive evolution. Natural selection acts at the level of the individual, 
selecting for those that have a higher overall fitness compared to the rest of 
the population. If the fit phenotypes are those that are similar, natural 
selection will result in stabilizing selection, and an overall decrease in the 
population’s variation. Directional selection works to shift a population’s 
variance toward a new, fit phenotype, as environmental conditions change. 
In contrast, diversifying selection results in increased genetic variance by 
selecting for two or more distinct phenotypes. 


Other types of selection include frequency-dependent selection, in which 
individuals with either common (positive frequency-dependent selection) or 
rare (negative frequency-dependent selection) are selected for. Finally, 
sexual selection results from the fact that one sex has more variance in the 
reproductive success than the other. As a result, males and females 
experience different selective pressures, which can often lead to the 
evolution of phenotypic differences, or sexual dimorphisms, between the 
two. 


Art Connection 


Exercise: 


Problem: 
[link] In recent years, factories have become cleaner, and less soot is 
released into the environment. What impact do you think this has had 


on the distribution of moth color in the population? 


Solution: 


[link] Moths have shifted to a lighter color. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which type of selection results in greater genetic variance in a 
population? 


a. stabilizing selection 

b. directional selection 

c. diversifying selection 

d. positive frequency-dependent selection 


Solution: 


Cc 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


When males and females of a population look or act differently, it is 
referred to as 


a. sexual dimorphism 
b. sexual selection 

c. diversifying selection 
d. acline 


Solution: 


A 


Exercise: 


Problem:The good genes hypothesis is a theory that explains what? 


a. why more fit individuals are more likely to have more offspring 

b. why alleles that confer beneficial traits or behaviors are selected 
for by natural selection 

c. why some deleterious mutations are maintained in the population 


d. why individuals of one sex develop impressive ornamental traits 


Solution: 


D 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Give an example of a trait that may have evolved as a result of the 
handicap principle and explain your reasoning. 


Solution: 


The peacock’s tail is a good example of the handicap principle. The 
tail, which makes the males more visible to predators and less able to 
escape, is clearly a disadvantage to the bird’s survival. But because it 
is a disadvantage, only the most fit males should be able to survive 
with it. Thus, the tail serves as an honest signal of quality to the 
females of the population; therefore, the male will earn more matings 
and greater reproductive success. 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


List the ways in which evolution can affect population variation and 
describe how they influence allele frequencies. 


Solution: 


There are several ways evolution can affect population variation: 
stabilizing selection, directional selection, diversifying selection, 
frequency-dependent selection, and sexual selection. As these 
influence the allele frequencies in a population, individuals can either 


become more or less related, and the phenotypes displayed can become 
more similar or more disparate. 


Glossary 


adaptive evolution 
increase in frequency of beneficial alleles and decrease in deleterious 
alleles due to selection 


directional selection 
selection that favors phenotypes at one end of the spectrum of existing 
variation 


diversifying selection 
selection that favors two or more distinct phenotypes 


evolutionary fitness 
(also, Darwinian fitness) individual’s ability to survive and reproduce 


frequency-dependent selection 
selection that favors phenotypes that are either common (positive 
frequency-dependent selection) or rare (negative frequency-dependent 
selection) 


good genes hypothesis 
theory of sexual selection that argues individuals develop impressive 
ormaments to show off their efficient metabolism or ability to fight 
disease 


handicap principle 
theory of sexual selection that argues only the fittest individuals can 
afford costly traits 


honest signal 
trait that gives a truthful impression of an individual’s fitness 


relative fitness 


individual’s ability to survive and reproduce relative to the rest of the 
population 


sexual dimorphism 
phenotypic difference between the males and females of a population 


stabilizing selection 
selection that favors average phenotypes 


Introduction 
class="introduction" 


The life of a 
bee is very 
different 
from the life 
of a flower, 
but the two 
organisms 
are related. 
Both are 
members 
the domain 
Eukarya and 
have cells 
containing 
many 
similar 
organelles, 
genes, and 
proteins. 
(credit: 
modificatio 
n of work 
by John 
Beetham) 


This bee and Echinacea flower ({link]) could not look more different, yet 
they are related, as are all living organisms on Earth. By following 
pathways of similarities and changes—both visible and genetic—scientists 
seek to map the evolutionary past of how life developed from single-celled 
organisms to the tremendous collection of creatures that have germinated, 
crawled, floated, swam, flown, and walked on this planet. 


Organizing Life on Earth 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Discuss the need for a comprehensive classification system 

e List the different levels of the taxonomic classification system 
e Describe how systematics and taxonomy relate to phylogeny 
e Discuss the components and purpose of a phylogenetic tree 


In scientific terms, the evolutionary history and relationship of an organism 
or group of organisms is called its phylogeny. A phylogeny describes the 
relationships of an organism, such as from which organisms it is thought to 
have evolved, to which species it is most closely related, and so forth. 
Phylogenetic relationships provide information on shared ancestry but not 
necessarily on how organisms are similar or different. 


Phylogenetic Trees 


Scientists use a tool called a phylogenetic tree to show the evolutionary 
pathways and connections among organisms. A phylogenetic tree is a 
diagram used to reflect evolutionary relationships among organisms or 
groups of organisms. Scientists consider phylogenetic trees to be a 
hypothesis of the evolutionary past since one cannot go back to confirm the 
proposed relationships. In other words, a “tree of life” can be constructed to 
illustrate when different organisms evolved and to show the relationships 
among different organisms ([link]). 


Unlike a taxonomic classification diagram, a phylogenetic tree can be read 
like a map of evolutionary history. Many phylogenetic trees have a single 
lineage at the base representing a common ancestor. Scientists call such 
trees rooted, which means there is a single ancestral lineage (typically 
drawn from the bottom or left) to which all organisms represented in the 
diagram relate. Notice in the rooted phylogenetic tree that the three domains 
— Bacteria, Archaea, and Eukarya—diverge from a single point and branch 
off. The small branch that plants and animals (including humans) occupy in 
this diagram shows how recent and miniscule these groups are compared 
with other organisms. Unrooted trees don’t show a common ancestor but do 
show relationships among species. 
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(a) Rooted phylogenetic tree (b) Unrooted phylogenetic tree 


Both of these phylogenetic trees shows the relationship 
of the three domains of life—Bacteria, Archaea, and 
Eukarya—but the (a) rooted tree attempts to identify 

when various species diverged from a common ancestor 

while the (b) unrooted tree does not. (credit a: 
modification of work by Eric Gaba) 


In a rooted tree, the branching indicates evolutionary relationships ([link]). 
The point where a split occurs, called a branch point, represents where a 
single lineage evolved into a distinct new one. A lineage that evolved early 
from the root and remains unbranched is called basal taxon. When two 
lineages stem from the same branch point, they are called sister taxa. A 
branch with more than two lineages is called a polytomy and serves to 
illustrate where scientists have not definitively determined all of the 
relationships. It is important to note that although sister taxa and polytomy 
do share an ancestor, it does not mean that the groups of organisms split or 
evolved from each other. Organisms in two taxa may have split apart at a 
specific branch point, but neither taxa gave rise to the other. 


Sister taxa { 


Polytomy 


Basal taxon 


Root 
Branch point 


The root of a phylogenetic tree 
indicates that an ancestral lineage 
gave rise to all organisms on the 
tree. A branch point indicates 
where two lineages diverged. A 
lineage that evolved early and 
remains unbranched is a basal 
taxon. When two lineages stem 
from the same branch point, they 
are sister taxa. A branch with 
more than two lineages is a 
polytomy. 


The diagrams above can serve as a pathway to understanding evolutionary 
history. The pathway can be traced from the origin of life to any individual 
species by navigating through the evolutionary branches between the two 
points. Also, by starting with a single species and tracing back towards the 
"trunk" of the tree, one can discover that species’ ancestors, as well as 
where lineages share a common ancestry. In addition, the tree can be used 
to study entire groups of organisms. 


Another point to mention on phylogenetic tree structure is that rotation at 
branch points does not change the information. For example, if a branch 
point was rotated and the taxon order changed, this would not alter the 


information because the evolution of each taxon from the branch point was 
independent of the other. 


Many disciplines within the study of biology contribute to understanding 
how past and present life evolved over time; these disciplines together 
contribute to building, updating, and maintaining the “tree of life.” 
Information is used to organize and classify organisms based on 
evolutionary relationships in a scientific field called systematics. Data may 
be collected from fossils, from studying the structure of body parts or 
molecules used by an organism, and by DNA analysis. By combining data 
from many sources, scientists can put together the phylogeny of an 
organism; since phylogenetic trees are hypotheses, they will continue to 
change as new types of life are discovered and new information is learned. 


Limitations of Phylogenetic Trees 


It may be easy to assume that more closely related organisms look more 
alike, and while this is often the case, it is not always true. If two closely 
related lineages evolved under significantly varied surroundings or after the 
evolution of a major new adaptation, it is possible for the two groups to 
appear more different than other groups that are not as closely related. For 
example, the phylogenetic tree in [link] shows that lizards and rabbits both 
have amniotic eggs, whereas frogs do not; yet lizards and frogs appear more 
similar than lizards and rabbits. 


Rabbit 


Vertebral 
column? |NO 


This ladder-like phylogenetic tree of 
vertebrates is rooted by an organism 
that lacked a vertebral column. At 
each branch point, organisms with 
different characters are placed in 
different groups based on the 
characteristics they share. 


Another aspect of phylogenetic trees is that, unless otherwise indicated, the 
branches do not account for length of time, only the evolutionary order. In 
other words, the length of a branch does not typically mean more time 
passed, nor does a short branch mean less time passed— unless specified on 
the diagram. For example, in [link], the tree does not indicate how much 
time passed between the evolution of amniotic eggs and hair. What the tree 
does show is the order in which things took place. Again using [link], the 
tree shows that the oldest trait is the vertebral column, followed by hinged 
jaws, and so forth. Remember that any phylogenetic tree is a part of the 
greater whole, and like a real tree, it does not grow in only one direction 
after a new branch develops. So, for the organisms in [link], just because a 
vertebral column evolved does not mean that invertebrate evolution ceased, 
it only means that a new branch formed. Also, groups that are not closely 
related, but evolve under similar conditions, may appear more 
phenotypically similar to each other than to a close relative. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Head to this website to see interactive exercises that allow you to explore 
the evolutionary relationships among species. 


The Levels of Classification 


Taxonomy (which literally means “arrangement law”) is the science of 
classifying organisms to construct internationally shared classification 
systems with each organism placed into more and more inclusive 
groupings. Think about how a grocery store is organized. One large space is 
divided into departments, such as produce, dairy, and meats. Then each 
department further divides into aisles, then each aisle into categories and 
brands, and then finally a single product. This organization from larger to 
smaller, more specific categories is called a hierarchical system. 


The taxonomic classification system (also called the Linnaean system after 
its inventor, Carl Linnaeus, a Swedish botanist, zoologist, and physician) 
uses a hierarchical model. Moving from the point of origin, the groups 
become more specific, until one branch ends as a single species. For 
example, after the common beginning of all life, scientists divide organisms 
into three large categories called a domain: Bacteria, Archaea, and Eukarya. 
Within each domain is a second category called a kingdom. After 
kingdoms, the subsequent categories of increasing specificity are: phylum, 
class, order, family, genus, and species ({link]). 


The taxonomic classification system 
uses a hierarchical model to organize 
living organisms into increasingly 
specific categories. The common dog, 
Canis lupus familiaris, is a subspecies 
of Canis lupus, which also includes 
the wolf and dingo. (credit “dog”: 


modification of work by Janneke 
Vreugdenhil) 


The kingdom Animalia stems from the Eukarya domain. For the common 
dog, the classification levels would be as shown in [link]. Therefore, the full 
name of an organism technically has eight terms. For the dog, it is: Eukarya, 
Animalia, Chordata, Mammalia, Carnivora, Canidae, Canis, and lupus. 
Notice that each name is capitalized except for species, and the genus and 
species names are italicized. Scientists generally refer to an organism only 
by its genus and species, which is its two-word scientific name, in what is 
called binomial nomenclature. Therefore, the scientific name of the dog is 
Canis lupus. The name at each level is also called a taxon. In other words, 
dogs are in order Carnivora. Carnivora is the name of the taxon at the order 
level; Canidae is the taxon at the family level, and so forth. Organisms also 
have a common name that people typically use, in this case, dog. Note that 
the dog is additionally a subspecies: the “familiaris” in Canis lupus 
familiaris. Subspecies are members of the same species that are capable of 
mating and reproducing viable offspring, but they are considered separate 
subspecies due to geographic or behavioral isolation or other factors. 


[link] shows how the levels move toward specificity with other organisms. 
Notice how the dog shares a domain with the widest diversity of organisms, 
including plants and butterflies. At each sublevel, the organisms become 
more similar because they are more closely related. Historically, scientists 
classified organisms using characteristics, but as DNA technology 
developed, more precise phylogenies have been determined. 


Note: 
Art Connection 
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At each sublevel in the taxonomic classification system, 
organisms become more similar. Dogs and wolves are 
the same species because they can breed and produce 

viable offspring, but they are different enough to be 
classified as different subspecies. (credit “plant”: 
modification of work by "berduchwal"/Flickr; credit 
“insect”: modification of work by Jon Sullivan; credit 
“fish”: modification of work by Christian Mehlfiihrer; 
credit “rabbit”: modification of work by Aidan Wojtas; 
credit “cat”: modification of work by Jonathan Lidbeck; 
credit “fox”: modification of work by Kevin Bacher, 
NPS; credit “jackal”: modification of work by Thomas 
A. Hermann, NBII, USGS; credit “wolf”: modification 


of work by Robert Dewar; credit “dog”: modification of 
work by "digital_image_fan"/Flickr) 


At what levels are cats and dogs considered to be part of the same group? 


Note: 
Link to Learning 


Visit this website to classify three organisms—bear, orchid, and sea 
cucumber—from kingdom to species. To launch the game, under 
Classifying Life, click the picture of the bear or the Launch Interactive 
button. 


Recent genetic analysis and other advancements have found that some 
earlier phylogenetic classifications do not align with the evolutionary past; 
therefore, changes and updates must be made as new discoveries occur. 
Recall that phylogenetic trees are hypotheses and are modified as data 
becomes available. In addition, classification historically has focused on 
grouping organisms mainly by shared characteristics and does not 
necessarily illustrate how the various groups relate to each other from an 
evolutionary perspective. For example, despite the fact that a hippopotamus 
resembles a pig more than a whale, the hippopotamus may be the closest 
living relative of the whale. 


Section Summary 


Scientists continually gain new information that helps understand the 
evolutionary history of life on Earth. Each group of organisms went through 
its own evolutionary journey, called its phylogeny. Each organism shares 
relatedness with others, and based on morphologic and genetic evidence, 
scientists attempt to map the evolutionary pathways of all life on Earth. 
Historically, organisms were organized into a taxonomic classification 
system. However, today many scientists build phylogenetic trees to 
illustrate evolutionary relationships. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


[link] At what levels are cats and dogs considered to be part of the 
Same group? 


Solution: 


[link] Cats and dogs are part of the same group at five levels: both are 
in the domain Eukarya, the kingdom Animalia, the phylum Chordata, 
the class Mammalia, and the order Carnivora. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: What is used to determine phylogeny? 


a. mutations 

b. DNA 

c. evolutionary history 
d. organisms on earth 


Solution: 


C 


Exercise: 


Problem: What do scientists in the field of systematics accomplish? 


a. discover new fossil sites 

b. organize and classify organisms 

c. Name new species 

d. communicate among field biologists 


Solution: 


B 
Exercise: 


Problem: 
Which statement about the taxonomic classification system is correct? 


a. There are more domains than kingdoms. 

b. Kingdoms are the top category of classification. 

c. Classes are divisions of orders. 

d. Subspecies are the most specific category of classification. 


Solution: 


D 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


On a phylogenetic tree, which term refers to lineages that diverged 
from the same place? 


a. sister taxa 
b. basal taxa 


c. rooted taxa 
d. dichotomous taxa 


Solution: 


A 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: How does a phylogenetic tree relate to the passing of time? 
Solution: 


The phylogenetic tree shows the order in which evolutionary events 
took place and in what order certain characteristics and organisms 
evolved in relation to others. It does not relate to time. 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


Some organisms that appear very closely related on a phylogenetic tree 
may not actually be closely related. Why is this? 


Solution: 


In most cases, organisms that appear closely related actually are; 
however, there are cases where organisms evolved through 
convergence and appear closely related but are not. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


List the different levels of the taxonomic classification system. 


Solution: 


domain, kingdom, phylum, class, order, family, genus, species 


Glossary 


basal taxon 
branch on a phylogenetic tree that has not diverged significantly from 
the root ancestor 


binomial nomenclature 
system of two-part scientific names for an organism, which includes 
genus and species names 


branch point 
node on a phylogenetic tree where a single lineage splits into distinct 
new ones 


class 
division of phylum in the taxonomic classification system 


family 
division of order in the taxonomic classification system 


genus 
division of family in the taxonomic classification system; the first part 
of the binomial scientific name 


kingdom 
division of domain in the taxonomic classification system 


order 
division of class in the taxonomic classification system 


phylogenetic tree 
diagram used to reflect the evolutionary relationships among 
organisms or groups of organisms 


phylogeny 
evolutionary history and relationship of an organism or group of 
organisms 


phylum 
(plural: phyla) division of kingdom in the taxonomic classification 
system 


polytomy 
branch on a phylogenetic tree with more than two groups or taxa 


rooted 
single ancestral lineage on a phylogenetic tree to which all organisms 
represented in the diagram relate 


sister taxa 
two lineages that diverged from the same branch point 


systematics 
field of organizing and classifying organisms based on evolutionary 
relationships 


taxon 
(plural: taxa) single level in the taxonomic classification system 


taxonomy 
science of classifying organisms 


Determining Evolutionary Relationships 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


¢ Compare homologous and analogous traits 
e Discuss the purpose of cladistics 
e Describe maximum parsimony 


Scientists must collect accurate information that allows them to make 
evolutionary connections among organisms. Similar to detective work, 
scientists must use evidence to uncover the facts. In the case of phylogeny, 
evolutionary investigations focus on two types of evidence: morphologic 
(form and function) and genetic. 


Two Options for Similarities 


In general, organisms that share similar physical features and genomes tend 
to be more closely related than those that do not. Such features that overlap 
both morphologically (in form) and genetically are referred to as 
homologous structures; they stem from developmental similarities that are 
based on evolution. For example, the bones in the wings of bats and birds 
have homologous structures ({link]). 


Homologous Structures 
S 


(a) Bird wing (b) Bat wing 


Bat and bird wings are homologous structures, 
indicating that bats and birds share a common 
evolutionary past. (credit a: modification of work 


by Steve Hillebrand, USFWS; credit b: 
modification of work by U.S. DOI BLM) 


Notice it is not simply a single bone, but rather a grouping of several bones 
arranged in a similar way. The more complex the feature, the more likely 
any kind of overlap is due to a common evolutionary past. Imagine two 
people from different countries both inventing a car with all the same parts 
and in exactly the same arrangement without any previous or shared 
knowledge. That outcome would be highly improbable. However, if two 
people both invented a hammer, it would be reasonable to conclude that 
both could have the original idea without the help of the other. The same 
relationship between complexity and shared evolutionary history is true for 
homologous structures in organisms. 


Misleading Appearances 


Some organisms may be very closely related, even though a minor genetic 
change caused a major morphological difference to make them look quite 
different. Similarly, unrelated organisms may be distantly related, but 
appear very much alike. This usually happens because both organisms were 
in common adaptations that evolved within similar environmental 
conditions. When similar characteristics occur because of environmental 
constraints and not due to a close evolutionary relationship, it is called an 
analogy or homoplasy. For example, insects use wings to fly like bats and 
birds, but the wing structure and embryonic origin is completely different. 
These are called analogous structures ((link]). 


Similar traits can be either homologous or analogous. Homologous 
structures share a similar embryonic origin; analogous organs have a similar 
function. For example, the bones in the front flipper of a whale are 
homologous to the bones in the human arm. These structures are not 
analogous. The wings of a butterfly and the wings of a bird are analogous 
but not homologous. Some structures are both analogous and homologous: 
the wings of a bird and the wings of a bat are both homologous and 


analogous. Scientists must determine which type of similarity a feature 
exhibits to decipher the phylogeny of the organisms being studied. 


(a) Bat wing (b) Bird wing 


(c) Insect wing 


The (c) wing of a honeybee is similar in shape to a 
(b) bird wing and (a) bat wing, and it serves the 
same function. However, the honeybee wing is not 
composed of bones and has a distinctly different 
structure and embryonic origin. These wing types 
(insect versus bat and bird) illustrate an analogy— 
similar structures that do not share an evolutionary 
history. (credit a: modification of work by Steve 
Hillebrand, USFWS; credit b: modification of 
work by U.S. DOI BLM; credit c: modification of 
work by Jon Sullivan) 


Note: 
Link to Learning 


, 


—- 
meee OPENStAX COLLEGE 


This website has several examples to show how appearances can be 
misleading in understanding the phylogenetic relationships of organisms. 


Molecular Comparisons 


With the advancement of DNA technology, the area of molecular 
systematics, which describes the use of information on the molecular level 
including DNA analysis, has blossomed. New computer programs not only 
confirm many earlier classified organisms, but also uncover previously 
made errors. As with physical characteristics, even the DNA sequence can 
be tricky to read in some cases. For some situations, two very closely 
related organisms can appear unrelated if a mutation occurred that caused a 
shift in the genetic code. An insertion or deletion mutation would move 
each nucleotide base over one place, causing two similar codes to appear 
unrelated. 


Sometimes two segments of DNA code in distantly related organisms 
randomly share a high percentage of bases in the same locations, causing 
these organisms to appear closely related when they are not. For both of 
these situations, computer technologies have been developed to help 
identify the actual relationships, and, ultimately, the coupled use of both 
morphologic and molecular information is more effective in determining 
phylogeny. 


Note: 


Evolution Connection 

Why Does Phylogeny Matter? 

Evolutionary biologists could list many reasons why understanding 
phylogeny is important to everyday life in human society. For botanists, 
phylogeny acts as a guide to discovering new plants that can be used to 
benefit people. Think of all the ways humans use plants—food, medicine, 
and clothing are a few examples. If a plant contains a compound that is 
effective in treating cancer, scientists might want to examine all of the 
relatives of that plant for other useful drugs. 

A research team in China identified a segment of DNA thought to be 
common to some medicinal plants in the family Fabaceae (the legume 
family) and worked to identify which species had this segment ((Link]). 
After testing plant species in this family, the team found a DNA marker (a 
known location on a chromosome that enabled them to identify the 
species) present. Then, using the DNA to uncover phylogenetic 
relationships, the team could identify whether a newly discovered plant 
was in this family and assess its potential medicinal properties. 


XXIV, 


Dalbergia Sissoo, Aoxb 


Dalbergia sissoo (D. sissoo) is in 
the Fabaceae, or legume family. 
Scientists found that D. sissoo 
shares a DNA marker with species 
within the Fabaceae family that 
have antifungal properties. 
Subsequently, D. sissoo was 
shown to have fungicidal activity, 
supporting the idea that DNA 
markers can be used to screen for 
plants with potential medicinal 
properties. 


Building Phylogenetic Trees 


How do scientists construct phylogenetic trees? After the homologous and 
analogous traits are sorted, scientists often organize the homologous traits 
using a system called cladistics. This system sorts organisms into clades: 
groups of organisms that descended from a single ancestor. For example, in 
[link], all of the organisms in the orange region evolved from a single 
ancestor that had amniotic eggs. Consequently, all of these organisms also 
have amniotic eggs and make a single clade, also called a monophyletic 
group. Clades must include all of the descendants from a branch point. 


Note: 
Art Connection 


Lancelet Lamprey Fish Lizard Rabbit Human 


Lizards, rabbits, and humans all 
descend from a common ancestor that 
had an amniotic egg. Thus, lizards, 
rabbits, and humans all belong to the 
clade Amniota. Vertebrata is a larger 
clade that also includes fish and 
lamprey. 


Which animals in this figure belong to a clade that includes animals with 
hair? Which evolved first, hair or the amniotic egg? 


Clades can vary in size depending on which branch point is being 
referenced. The important factor is that all of the organisms in the clade or 
monophyletic group stem from a single point on the tree. This can be 
remembered because monophyletic breaks down into “mono,” meaning 
one, and “phyletic,’ meaning evolutionary relationship. [link] shows 
various examples of clades. Notice how each clade comes from a single 
point, whereas the non-clade groups show branches that do not share a 


single point. 


Note: 
Art Connection 


Clades 


Slime Slime 
Entamoebae molds Animals Entamoebae molds Animals 
Fungi Fungi 


Plants Plants 
Ciliates Ciliates 
Flagellates Flagellates 
Trichomonads Trichomonads 
Microsporidia Microsporidia 
Diplomonads Diplomonads 


Not Clades 


Slime Slime 
Entamoebae molds Animals Entamoebae molds Animals 
Fungi Fungi 


Plants Plants 
Ciliates Ciliates 


Flagellates Flagellates 


Trichomonads 
Microsporidia 
Diplomonads 


Trichomonads 
Microsporidia 
Diplomonads 


All the organisms within a clade stem from a 
single point on the tree. A clade may contain 
multiple groups, as in the case of animals, 
fungi and plants, or a single group, as in the 
case of flagellates. Groups that diverge at a 
different branch point, or that do not include 
all groups in a single branch point, are not 
considered clades. 


What is the largest clade in this diagram? 


Shared Characteristics 


Organisms evolve from common ancestors and then diversify. Scientists use 
the phrase “descent with modification” because even though related 
organisms have many of the same characteristics and genetic codes, 
changes occur. This pattern repeats over and over as one goes through the 
phylogenetic tree of life: 


1. A change in the genetic makeup of an organism leads to a new trait 
which becomes prevalent in the group. 

2. Many organisms descend from this point and have this trait. 

3. New variations continue to arise: some are adaptive and persist, 
leading to new traits. 

4, With new traits, a new branch point is determined (go back to step 1 
and repeat). 


If a characteristic is found in the ancestor of a group, it is considered a 
shared ancestral character because all of the organisms in the taxon or 
clade have that trait. The vertebrate in [link] is a shared ancestral character. 
Now consider the amniotic egg characteristic in the same figure. Only some 
of the organisms in [link] have this trait, and to those that do, it is called a 
shared derived character because this trait derived at some point but does 
not include all of the ancestors in the tree. 


The tricky aspect to shared ancestral and shared derived characters is the 
fact that these terms are relative. The same trait can be considered one or 
the other depending on the particular diagram being used. Returning to 
[link], note that the amniotic egg is a shared ancestral character for the 
Amniota clade, while having hair is a shared derived character for some 
organisms in this group. These terms help scientists distinguish between 
clades in the building of phylogenetic trees. 


Choosing the Right Relationships 


Imagine being the person responsible for organizing all of the items ina 
department store properly—an overwhelming task. Organizing the 
evolutionary relationships of all life on Earth proves much more difficult: 
scientists must span enormous blocks of time and work with information 
from long-extinct organisms. Trying to decipher the proper connections, 
especially given the presence of homologies and analogies, makes the task 
of building an accurate tree of life extraordinarily difficult. Add to that the 
advancement of DNA technology, which now provides large quantities of 
genetic sequences to be used and analyzed. Taxonomy is a subjective 


discipline: many organisms have more than one connection to each other, so 
each taxonomist will decide the order of connections. 


To aid in the tremendous task of describing phylogenies accurately, 
scientists often use a concept called maximum parsimony, which means 
that events occurred in the simplest, most obvious way. For example, if a 
group of people entered a forest preserve to go hiking, based on the 
principle of maximum parsimony, one could predict that most of the people 
would hike on established trails rather than forge new ones. 


For scientists deciphering evolutionary pathways, the same idea is used: the 
pathway of evolution probably includes the fewest major events that 
coincide with the evidence at hand. Starting with all of the homologous 
traits in a group of organisms, scientists look for the most obvious and 
simple order of evolutionary events that led to the occurrence of those traits. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 


Head to this website to learn how maximum parsimony is used to create 
phylogenetic trees. 

These tools and concepts are only a few of the strategies scientists use to 
tackle the task of revealing the evolutionary history of life on Earth. 
Recently, newer technologies have uncovered surprising discoveries with 
unexpected relationships, such as the fact that people seem to be more 
closely related to fungi than fungi are to plants. Sound unbelievable? As 
the information about DNA sequences grows, scientists will become closer 
to mapping the evolutionary history of all life on Earth. 


Section Summary 


To build phylogenetic trees, scientists must collect accurate information that 
allows them to make evolutionary connections between organisms. Using 
morphologic and molecular data, scientists work to identify homologous 
characteristics and genes. Similarities between organisms can stem either 
from shared evolutionary history (homologies) or from separate 
evolutionary paths (analogies). Newer technologies can be used to help 
distinguish homologies from analogies. After homologous information is 
identified, scientists use cladistics to organize these events as a Means to 
determine an evolutionary timeline. Scientists apply the concept of 
maximum parsimony, which states that the order of events probably 
occurred in the most obvious and simple way with the least amount of 
steps. For evolutionary events, this would be the path with the least number 
of major divergences that correlate with the evidence. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


[link] Which animals in this figure belong to a clade that includes 
animals with hair? Which evolved first, hair or the amniotic egg? 


Solution: 
[link] Rabbits and humans belong in the clade that includes animals 


with hair. The amniotic egg evolved before hair because the Amniota 
clade is larger than the clade that encompasses animals with hair. 


Exercise: 


Problem: [link] What is the largest clade in this diagram? 
Solution: 


[link] The largest clade encompasses the entire tree. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: Which statement about analogies is correct? 


a. They occur only as errors. 

b. They are synonymous with homologous traits. 

c. They are derived by similar environmental constraints. 
d. They are a form of mutation. 


Solution: 


iG 


Exercise: 


Problem: What do scientists use to apply cladistics? 


a. homologous traits 

b. homoplasies 

c. analogous traits 

d. monophyletic groups 


Solution: 


A 
Exercise: 


Problem: 
What is true about organisms that are a part of the same clade? 


a. They all share the same basic characteristics. 
b. They evolved from a shared ancestor. 


c. They usually fall into the same classification taxa. 
d. They have identical phylogenies. 


Solution: 


B 
Exercise: 


Problem: 
Why do scientists apply the concept of maximum parsimony? 


a. to decipher accurate phylogenies 

b. to eliminate analogous traits 

c. to identify mutations in DNA codes 
d. to locate homoplasies 


Solution: 


A 


Free Response 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


Dolphins and fish have similar body shapes. Is this feature more likely 
a homologous or analogous trait? 


Solution: 


Dolphins are mammals and fish are not, which means that their 
evolutionary paths (phylogenies) are quite separate. Dolphins probably 
adapted to have a similar body plan after returning to an aquatic 
lifestyle, and, therefore, this trait is probably analogous. 


Exercise: 
Problem: 
Why is it so important for scientists to distinguish between 


homologous and analogous characteristics before building 
phylogenetic trees? 


Solution: 


Phylogenetic trees are based on evolutionary connections. If an 
analogous similarity were used on a tree, this would be erroneous and, 
furthermore, would cause the subsequent branches to be inaccurate. 


Exercise: 


Problem: Describe maximum parsimony. 
Solution: 


Maximum parsimony hypothesizes that events occurred in the 
simplest, most obvious way, and the pathway of evolution probably 
includes the fewest major events that coincide with the evidence at 
hand. 


Glossary 


analogy 
(also, homoplasy) characteristic that is similar between organisms by 
convergent evolution, not due to the same evolutionary path 


cladistics 
system used to organize homologous traits to describe phylogenies 


maximum parsimony 
applying the simplest, most obvious way with the least number of 
steps 


molecular systematics 
technique using molecular evidence to identify phylogenetic 
relationships 


monophyletic group 
(also, clade) organisms that share a single ancestor 


shared ancestral character 
describes a characteristic on a phylogenetic tree that is shared by all 
organisms on the tree 


shared derived character 
describes a characteristic on a phylogenetic tree that is shared only by 
a certain clade of organisms 


Perspectives on the Phylogenetic Tree 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Describe horizontal gene transfer 

e Illustrate how prokaryotes and eukaryotes transfer genes horizontally 

e Identify the web and ring models of phylogenetic relationships and 
describe how they differ from the original phylogenetic tree concept 


The concepts of phylogenetic modeling are constantly changing. It is one of 
the most dynamic fields of study in all of biology. Over the last several 
decades, new research has challenged scientists’ ideas about how organisms 
are related. New models of these relationships have been proposed for 
consideration by the scientific community. 


Many phylogenetic trees have been shown as models of the evolutionary 
relationship among species. Phylogenetic trees originated with Charles Darwin, 
who sketched the first phylogenetic tree in 1837 ({link]a), which served as a 
pattern for subsequent studies for more than a century. The concept of a 
phylogenetic tree with a single trunk representing a common ancestor, with the 
branches representing the divergence of species from this ancestor, fits well 
with the structure of many common trees, such as the oak (({link]b). However, 
evidence from modern DNA sequence analysis and newly developed computer 
algorithms has caused skepticism about the validity of the standard tree model 
in the scientific community. 


The (a) concept of the “tree of life” goes back to an 1837 
sketch by Charles Darwin. Like an (b) oak tree, the “tree 
of life” has a single trunk and many branches. (credit b: 


modification of work by "Amada44"/Wikimedia 
Commons) 


Limitations to the Classic Model 


Classical thinking about prokaryotic evolution, included in the classic tree 
model, is that species evolve clonally. That is, they produce offspring 
themselves with only random mutations causing the descent into the variety of 
modern-day and extinct species known to science. This view is somewhat 
complicated in eukaryotes that reproduce sexually, but the laws of Mendelian 
genetics explain the variation in offspring, again, to be a result of a mutation 
within the species. The concept of genes being transferred between unrelated 
species was not considered as a possibility until relatively recently. Horizontal 
gene transfer (HGT), also known as lateral gene transfer, is the transfer of 
genes between unrelated species. HGT has been shown to be an ever-present 
phenomenon, with many evolutionists postulating a major role for this process 
in evolution, thus complicating the simple tree model. Genes have been shown 
to be passed between species which are only distantly related using standard 
phylogeny, thus adding a layer of complexity to the understanding of 
phylogenetic relationships. 


The various ways that HGT occurs in prokaryotes is important to 
understanding phylogenies. Although at present HGT is not viewed as 
important to eukaryotic evolution, HGT does occur in this domain as well. 
Finally, as an example of the ultimate gene transfer, theories of genome fusion 
between symbiotic or endosymbiotic organisms have been proposed to explain 
an event of great importance—the evolution of the first eukaryotic cell, without 
which humans could not have come into existence. 


Horizontal Gene Transfer 


Horizontal gene transfer (HGT) is the introduction of genetic material from 
one species to another species by mechanisms other than the vertical 
transmission from parent(s) to offspring. These transfers allow even distantly 
related species to share genes, influencing their phenotypes. It is thought that 
HGT is more prevalent in prokaryotes, but that only about 2% of the 


prokaryotic genome may be transferred by this process. Some researchers 
believe such estimates are premature: the actual importance of HGT to 
evolutionary processes must be viewed as a work in progress. As the 
phenomenon is investigated more thoroughly, it may be revealed to be more 
common. Many scientists believe that HGT and mutation appear to be 
(especially in prokaryotes) a significant source of genetic variation, which is 
the raw material for the process of natural selection. These transfers may occur 
between any two species that share an intimate relationship ([link]). 


Summary of Mechanisms of Prokaryotic and Eukaryotic HGT 


Mode of 
Mechanism Transmission Example 
Prokaryotes transformation DNA uptake ae 
prokaryotes 
transduction Poe epuaes bacteria 
(virus) 

; ; many 
conjugation pilus prokaryotes 
gene transfer phage-like enon. 
agents particles ea 

bacteria 
Eukaryotes aie sen unknown aphid 
organisms 
rice and 
jumping genes transposons millet 


plants 


Summary of Mechanisms of Prokaryotic and Eukaryotic HGT 


Mode of 
Mechanism Transmission Example 
yew tree 
epiphytes/parasites unknown fungi 
from viral 
infections 
HGT in Prokaryotes 


The mechanism of HGT has been shown to be quite common in the 
prokaryotic domains of Bacteria and Archaea, significantly changing the way 
their evolution is viewed. The majority of evolutionary models, such as in the 
Endosymbiont Theory, propose that eukaryotes descended from multiple 
prokaryotes, which makes HGT all the more important to understanding the 
phylogenetic relationships of all extant and extinct species. 


The fact that genes are transferred among common bacteria is well known to 
microbiology students. These gene transfers between species are the major 
mechanism whereby bacteria acquire resistance to antibiotics. Classically, this 
type of transfer has been thought to occur by three different mechanisms: 


1. Transformation: naked DNA is taken up by a bacteria 

2. Transduction: genes are transferred using a virus 

3. Conjugation: the use a hollow tube called a pilus to transfer genes 
between organisms 


More recently, a fourth mechanism of gene transfer between prokaryotes has 
been discovered. Small, virus-like particles called gene transfer agents 
(GTAs) transfer random genomic segments from one species of prokaryote to 
another. GTAs have been shown to be responsible for genetic changes, 
sometimes at a very high frequency compared to other evolutionary processes. 
The first GTA was characterized in 1974 using purple, non-sulfur bacteria. 


These GTAs, which are thought to be bacteriophages that lost the ability to 
reproduce on their own, carry random pieces of DNA from one organism to 
another. The ability of GTAs to act with high frequency has been demonstrated 
in controlled studies using marine bacteria. Gene transfer events in marine 
prokaryotes, either by GTAs or by viruses, have been estimated to be as high as 
1013 per year in the Mediterranean Sea alone. GTAs and viruses are thought to 
be efficient HGT vehicles with a major impact on prokaryotic evolution. 


As a consequence of this modern DNA analysis, the idea that eukaryotes 
evolved directly from Archaea has fallen out of favor. While eukaryotes share 
many features that are absent in bacteria, such as the TATA box (found in the 
promoter region of many genes), the discovery that some eukaryotic genes 
were more homologous with bacterial DNA than Archaea DNA made this idea 
less tenable. Furthermore, the fusion of genomes from Archaea and Bacteria by 
endosymbiosis has been proposed as the ultimate event in eukaryotic 
evolution. 


HGT in Eukaryotes 


Although it is easy to see how prokaryotes exchange genetic material by HGT, 
it was initially thought that this process was absent in eukaryotes. After all, 
prokaryotes are but single cells exposed directly to their environment, whereas 
the sex cells of multicellular organisms are usually sequestered in protected 
parts of the body. It follows from this idea that the gene transfers between 
multicellular eukaryotes should be more difficult. Indeed, it is thought that this 
process is rarer in eukaryotes and has a much smaller evolutionary impact than 
in prokaryotes. In spite of this fact, HGT between distantly related organisms 
has been demonstrated in several eukaryotic species, and it is possible that 
more examples will be discovered in the future. 


In plants, gene transfer has been observed in species that cannot cross-pollinate 
by normal means. Transposons or “jumping genes” have been shown to 
transfer between rice and millet plant species. Furthermore, fungal species 
feeding on yew trees, from which the anti-cancer drug TAXOL® is derived 
from the bark, have acquired the ability to make taxol themselves, a clear 
example of gene transfer. 


In animals, a particularly interesting example of HGT occurs within the aphid 
species ([link]). Aphids are insects that vary in color based on carotenoid 
content. Carotenoids are pigments made by a variety of plants, fungi, and 
microbes, and they serve a variety of functions in animals, who obtain these 
chemicals from their food. Humans require carotenoids to synthesize vitamin 
A, and we obtain them by eating orange fruits and vegetables: carrots, apricots, 
mangoes, and sweet potatoes. On the other hand, aphids have acquired the 
ability to make the carotenoids on their own. According to DNA analysis, this 
ability is due to the transfer of fungal genes into the insect by HGT, 
presumably as the insect consumed fungi for food. A carotenoid enzyme called 
a desaturase is responsible for the red coloration seen in certain aphids, and it 
has been further shown that when this gene is inactivated by mutation, the 
aphids revert back to their more common green color ([link]). 


(a) (b) 


(a) Red aphids get their color from red carotenoid 
pigment. Genes necessary to make this pigment 
are present in certain fungi, and scientists 
speculate that aphids acquired these genes through 
HGT after consuming fungi for food. If genes for 
making carotenoids are inactivated by mutation, 
the aphids revert back to (b) their green color. Red 
coloration makes the aphids a lot more 
conspicuous to predators, but evidence suggests 
that red aphids are more resistant to insecticides 
than green ones. Thus, red aphids may be more fit 
to survive in some environments than green ones. 
(credit a: modification of work by Benny Mazur; 
credit b: modification of work by Mick Talbot) 


Genome Fusion and the Evolution of Eukaryotes 


Scientists believe the ultimate in HGT occurs through genome fusion between 
different species of prokaryotes when two symbiotic organisms become 
endosymbiotic. This occurs when one species is taken inside the cytoplasm of 
another species, which ultimately results in a genome consisting of genes from 
both the endosymbiont and the host. This mechanism is an aspect of the 
Endosymbiont Theory, which is accepted by a majority of biologists as the 
mechanism whereby eukaryotic cells obtained their mitochondria and 
chloroplasts. However, the role of endosymbiosis in the development of the 
nucleus is more controversial. Nuclear and mitochondrial DNA are thought to 
be of different (separate) evolutionary origin, with the mitochondrial DNA 
being derived from the circular genomes of bacteria that were engulfed by 
ancient prokaryotic cells. Mitochondrial DNA can be regarded as the smallest 
chromosome. Interestingly enough, mitochondrial DNA is inherited only from 
the mother. The mitochondrial DNA degrades in sperm when the sperm 
degrades in the fertilized egg or in other instances when the mitochondria 
located in the flagellum of the sperm fails to enter the egg. 


Within the past decade, the process of genome fusion by endosymbiosis has 
been proposed by James Lake of the UCLA/NASA Astrobiology Institute to be 
responsible for the evolution of the first eukaryotic cells ({link]a). Using DNA 
analysis and a new mathematical algorithm called conditioned reconstruction 
(CR), his laboratory proposed that eukaryotic cells developed from an 
endosymbiotic gene fusion between two species, one an Archaea and the other 
a Bacteria. As mentioned, some eukaryotic genes resemble those of Archaea, 
whereas others resemble those from Bacteria. An endosymbiotic fusion event, 
such as Lake has proposed, would clearly explain this observation. On the 
other hand, this work is new and the CR algorithm is relatively 
unsubstantiated, which causes many scientists to resist this hypothesis. 


More recent work by Lake ([link]b) proposes that gram-negative bacteria, 
which are unique within their domain in that they contain two lipid bilayer 
membranes, indeed resulted from an endosymbiotic fusion of archaeal and 
bacterial species. The double membrane would be a direct result of the 
endosymbiosis, with the endosymbiont picking up the second membrane from 


the host as it was internalized. This mechanism has also been used to explain 
the double membranes found in mitochondria and chloroplasts. Lake’s work is 
not without skepticism, and the ideas are still debated within the biological 
science community. In addition to Lake’s hypothesis, there are several other 
competing theories as to the origin of eukaryotes. How did the eukaryotic 
nucleus evolve? One theory is that the prokaryotic cells produced an additional 
membrane that surrounded the bacterial chromosome. Some bacteria have the 
DNA enclosed by two membranes; however, there is no evidence of a 
nucleolus or nuclear pores. Other proteobacteria also have membrane-bound 
chromosomes. If the eukaryotic nucleus evolved this way, we would expect 
one of the two types of prokaryotes to be more closely related to eukaryotes. 


(a) Genome fusion by endosymbiosis 


Operational genes 
(from ancestral 
bacteria) 


Informational genes 
(from ancestral 
archaebacteria) 


(b) Endosymbiotic formation of Gram-negative bacteria 


Archaea Gram-positive Gram-negative 
bacteria bacteria 


COCo-©O 
The theory that mitochondria and 
chloroplasts are endosymbiotic in 

origin is now widely accepted. 
More controversial is the proposal 
that (a) the eukaryotic nucleus 
resulted from the fusion of 


archaeal and bacterial genomes, 
and that (b) Gram-negative 


bacteria, which have two 
membranes, resulted from the 
fusion of Archaea and Gram- 
positive bacteria, each of which 
has a single membrane. 


The nucleus-first hypothesis proposes that the nucleus evolved in prokaryotes 
first (Llink]a), followed by a later fusion of the new eukaryote with bacteria 
that became mitochondria. The mitochondria-first hypothesis proposes that 
mitochondria were first established in a prokaryotic host ([link]b), which 
subsequently acquired a nucleus, by fusion or other mechanisms, to become 
the first eukaryotic cell. Most interestingly, the eukaryote-first hypothesis 
proposes that prokaryotes actually evolved from eukaryotes by losing genes 
and complexity ({link]c). All of these hypotheses are testable. Only time and 
more experimentation will determine which hypothesis is best supported by 
data. 


(a) Nucleus-first hypothesis 


Three alternate hypotheses of eukaryotic and 
prokaryotic evolution are (a) the nucleus- 


first hypothesis, (b) the mitochondrion-first 
hypothesis, and (c) the eukaryote-first 
hypothesis. 


Web and Network Models 


The recognition of the importance of HGT, especially in the evolution of 
prokaryotes, has caused some to propose abandoning the classic “tree of life” 
model. In 1999, W. Ford Doolittle proposed a phylogenetic model that 
resembles a web or a network more than a tree. The hypothesis is that 
eukaryotes evolved not from a single prokaryotic ancestor, but from a pool of 
many species that were sharing genes by HGT mechanisms. As shown in 
[link]a, some individual prokaryotes were responsible for transferring the 
bacteria that caused mitochondrial development to the new eukaryotes, 
whereas other species transferred the bacteria that gave rise to chloroplasts. 
This model is often called the “web of life.” In an effort to save the tree 
analogy, some have proposed using the Ficus tree ([link]b) with its multiple 
trunks as a phylogenetic to represent a diminished evolutionary role for HGT. 


Bacteria Archaea Eukarya 


Animals 
Crenarchaeota a 
Proteobacteria (— Euryarchaeota \ 


Fungi 


Plants 


Cyanobacteria 
Other 
bacteria 


Protists 


Hyperthermophilic 
bacteria 


Ancestral community of primitive cells 


In the (a) phylogenetic model proposed by W. Ford 


Doolittle, the “tree of life” arose from a community of 
ancestral cells, has multiple trunks, and has connections 
between branches where horizontal gene transfer has 
occurred. Visually, this concept is better represented by 
(b) the multi-trunked Ficus than by the single trunk of 
the oak similar to the tree drawn by Darwin [link]. 
(credit b: modification of work by "psyberartist"/Flickr) 


Ring of Life Models 


Others have proposed abandoning any tree-like model of phylogeny in favor of 
a ring structure, the so-called “ring of life” ((link]); a phylogenetic model 
where all three domains of life evolved from a pool of primitive prokaryotes. 
Lake, again using the conditioned reconstruction algorithm, proposes a ring- 
like model in which species of all three domains—Archaea, Bacteria, and 
Eukarya—evolved from a single pool of gene-swapping prokaryotes. His 
laboratory proposes that this structure is the best fit for data from extensive 
DNA analyses performed in his laboratory, and that the ring model is the only 
one that adequately takes HGT and genomic fusion into account. However, 
other phylogeneticists remain highly skeptical of this model. 


Eukarya 


Archaea 


Pool of primitive 
prokaryotes 


Bacteria 


According to the “ring of life” 


phylogenetic model, the three 
domains of life evolved from a pool of 
primitive prokaryotes. 


In summary, the “tree of life” model proposed by Darwin must be modified to 
include HGT. Does this mean abandoning the tree model completely? Even 
Lake argues that all attempts should be made to discover some modification of 
the tree model to allow it to accurately fit his data, and only the inability to do 
so will sway people toward his ring proposal. 


This doesn’t mean a tree, web, or a ring will correlate completely to an 
accurate description of phylogenetic relationships of life. A consequence of the 
new thinking about phylogenetic models is the idea that Darwin’s original 
conception of the phylogenetic tree is too simple, but made sense based on 
what was known at the time. However, the search for a more useful model 
moves on: each model serving as hypotheses to be tested with the possibility of 
developing new models. This is how science advances. These models are used 
as visualizations to help construct hypothetical evolutionary relationships and 
understand the massive amount of data being analyzed. 


Section Summary 


The phylogenetic tree, first used by Darwin, is the classic “tree of life” model 
describing phylogenetic relationships among species, and the most common 
model used today. New ideas about HGT and genome fusion have caused some 
to suggest revising the model to resemble webs or rings. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


The transfer of genes by a mechanism not involving asexual reproduction 
is called: 


a. meiosis 


b. web of life 
c. horizontal gene transfer 
d. gene fusion 


Solution: 


G 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Particles that transfer genetic material from one species to another, 
especially in marine prokaryotes: 


a. horizontal gene transfer 
b. lateral gene transfer 

c. genome fusion device 
d. gene transfer agents 


Solution: 


D 


Exercise: 


Problem: What does the trunk of the classic phylogenetic tree represent? 


a. single common ancestor 

b. pool of ancestral organisms 
c. new species 

d. old species 


Solution: 


A 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which phylogenetic model proposes that all three domains of life evolved 
from a pool of primitive prokaryotes? 


a. tree of life 
b. web of life 
c. ring of life 
d. network model 


Solution: 


c 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Compare three different ways that eukaryotic cells may have evolved. 


Solution: 


Some hypotheses propose that mitochondria were acquired first, followed 
by the development of the nucleus. Others propose that the nucleus 
evolved first and that this new eukaryotic cell later acquired the 
mitochondria. Still others hypothesize that prokaryotes descended from 
eukaryotes by the loss of genes and complexity. 


Exercise: 


Problem: Describe how aphids acquired the ability to change color. 


Solution: 


Aphids have acquired the ability to make the carotenoids on their own. 
DNA analysis has demonstrated that this ability is due to the transfer of 


fungal genes into the insect by HGT, presumably as the insect consumed 
fungi for food. 


Glossary 


eukaryote-first hypothesis 
proposal that prokaryotes evolved from eukaryotes 


gene transfer agent (GTA) 
bacteriophage-like particle that transfers random genomic segments from 
one species of prokaryote to another 


genome fusion 
fusion of two prokaryotic genomes, presumably by endosymbiosis 


horizontal gene transfer (HGT) 
(also, lateral gene transfer) transfer of genes between unrelated species 


mitochondria-first hypothesis 
proposal that prokaryotes acquired a mitochondrion first, followed by 
nuclear development 


nucleus-first hypothesis 
proposal that prokaryotes acquired a nucleus first, and then the 
mitochondrion 


ring of life 
phylogenetic model where all three domains of life evolved from a pool of 
primitive prokaryotes 


web of life 
phylogenetic model that attempts to incorporate the effects of horizontal 
gene transfer on evolution 


Introduction 
class="introduction" 


The (a) deer 
tick carries 
the 
bacterium 
that 
produces 
Lyme 
disease in 
humans, 
often 
evident in 
(b)a 
symptomati 
c bull’s eye 
rash. The (c) 
white-footed 
mouse is 
one well- 
known host 
to deer ticks 
carrying the 
Lyme 
disease 
bacterium. 
(credit a: 
modification 
of work by 
Scott Bauer, 
USDA 
ARS; credit 
b: 
modification 
of work by 
James 


Gathany, 
CDC; credit 
(ae 
modification 
of work by 
Rob Ireton) 


(b) (c) 


Why study ecology? Perhaps you are interested in learning about the natural 
world and how living things have adapted to the physical conditions of their 
environment. Or, perhaps you’re a future physician seeking to understand 
the connection between human health and ecology. 


Humans are a part of the ecological landscape, and human health is one 
important part of human interaction with our physical and living 
environment. Lyme disease, for instance, serves as one modern-day 
example of the connection between our health and the natural world 
({link]). More formally known as Lyme borreliosis, Lyme disease is a 
bacterial infection that can be transmitted to humans when they are bitten 
by the deer tick (Ixodes scapularis), which is the primary vector for this 
disease. However, not all deer ticks carry the bacteria that will cause Lyme 
disease in humans, and I. scapularis can have other hosts besides deer. In 
fact, it turns out that the probability of infection depends on the type of host 
upon which the tick develops: a higher proportion of ticks that live on 


white-footed mice carry the bacterium than do ticks that live on deer. 
Knowledge about the environments and population densities in which the 
host species is abundant would help a physician or an epidemiologist better 
understand how Lyme disease is transmitted and how its incidence could be 
reduced. 


The Scope of Ecology 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


¢ Define ecology and the four levels of ecological research 

¢ Describe examples of the ways in which ecology requires the 
integration of different scientific disciplines 

e Distinguish between abiotic and biotic components of the environment 

e Recognize the relationship between abiotic and biotic components of 
the environment 


Ecology is the study of the interactions of living organisms with their 
environment. One core goal of ecology is to understand the distribution and 
abundance of living things in the physical environment. Attainment of this 
goal requires the integration of scientific disciplines inside and outside of 
biology, such as biochemistry, physiology, evolution, biodiversity, 
molecular biology, geology, and climatology. Some ecological research also 
applies aspects of chemistry and physics, and it frequently uses 
mathematical models. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 


=. 
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Climate change can alter where organisms live, which can sometimes 
directly affect human health. Watch the PBS video “Feeling the Effects of 
Climate Change” in which researchers discover a pathogenic organism 
living far outside of its normal range. 


Levels of Ecological Study 


When a discipline such as biology is studied, it is often helpful to subdivide 
it into smaller, related areas. For instance, cell biologists interested in cell 
signaling need to understand the chemistry of the signal molecules (which 
are usually proteins) as well as the result of cell signaling. Ecologists 
interested in the factors that influence the survival of an endangered species 
might use mathematical models to predict how current conservation efforts 
affect endangered organisms. To produce a sound set of management 
options, a conservation biologist needs to collect accurate data, including 
current population size, factors affecting reproduction (like physiology and 
behavior), habitat requirements (such as plants and soils), and potential 
human influences on the endangered population and its habitat (which 
might be derived through studies in sociology and urban ecology). Within 
the discipline of ecology, researchers work at four specific levels, 
sometimes discretely and sometimes with overlap: organism, population, 
community, and ecosystem ([link]). 


Organisms, Populations, 
and Communities: In a 
forest, each pine tree is an 
organism. Together, all the 
pine trees make up a 
population. All the plant and 
animal species in the forest 
comprise a community. 


Ecosystems: This coastal 
ecosystem in the 
southeastern United States 


includes living organisms 
and the environment in 
which they live. 


The Biosphere: 
Encompasses all the 
ecosystems on Earth. 


Ecologists study within several 
biological levels of 


organization. (credit 
“organisms”: modification of 
work by "Crystl"/Flickr; credit 
“ecosystems”: modification of 
work by Tom Carlisle, US Fish 
and Wildlife Service 
Headquarters; credit 
“biosphere”: NASA) 


Organismal Ecology 


Researchers studying ecology at the organismal level are interested in the 
adaptations that enable individuals to live in specific habitats. These 
adaptations can be morphological, physiological, and behavioral. For 
instance, the Karner blue butterfly (Lycaeides melissa samuelis) ({link]) is 
considered a specialist because the females preferentially oviposit (that is, 
lay eggs) on wild lupine. This preferential adaptation means that the Karner 
blue butterfly is highly dependent on the presence of wild lupine plants for 
its continued survival. 


The Karner blue butterfly 
(Lycaeides melissa samuelis) 
is a rare butterfly that lives 


only in open areas with few 
trees or shrubs, such as pine 
barrens and oak savannas. It 
can only lay its eggs on 
lupine plants. (credit: 
modification of work by J & 
K Hollingsworth, USFWS) 


After hatching, the larval caterpillars emerge and spend four to six weeks 
feeding solely on wild lupine ({link]). The caterpillars pupate (undergo 
metamorphosis) and emerge as butterflies after about four weeks. The adult 
butterflies feed on the nectar of flowers of wild lupine and other plant 
species. A researcher interested in studying Karner blue butterflies at the 
organismal level might, in addition to asking questions about egg laying, 
ask questions about the butterflies’ preferred temperature (a physiological 
question) or the behavior of the caterpillars when they are at different larval 
stages (a behavioral question). 


The wild lupine 
(Lupinus 
perennis) is the 
host plant for the 
Karner blue 
butterfly. 


Population Ecology 


A population is a group of interbreeding organisms that are members of the 
same species living in the same area at the same time. (Organisms that are 
all members of the same species are called conspecifics.) A population is 
identified, in part, by where it lives, and its area of population may have 
natural or artificial boundaries: natural boundaries might be rivers, 
mountains, or deserts, while examples of artificial boundaries include 
mowed grass, manmade structures, or roads. The study of population 
ecology focuses on the number of individuals in an area and how and why 
population size changes over time. Population ecologists are particularly 
interested in counting the Karner blue butterfly, for example, because it is 
classified as federally endangered. However, the distribution and density of 
this species is highly influenced by the distribution and abundance of wild 
lupine. Researchers might ask questions about the factors leading to the 
decline of wild lupine and how these affect Karner blue butterflies. For 
example, ecologists know that wild lupine thrives in open areas where trees 
and shrubs are largely absent. In natural settings, intermittent wildfires 
regularly remove trees and shrubs, helping to maintain the open areas that 
wild lupine requires. Mathematical models can be used to understand how 
wildfire suppression by humans has led to the decline of this important 
plant for the Karner blue butterfly. 


Community Ecology 


A biological community consists of the different species within an area, 
typically a three-dimensional space, and the interactions within and among 


these species. Community ecologists are interested in the processes driving 
these interactions and their consequences. Questions about conspecific 
interactions often focus on competition among members of the same 
species for a limited resource. Ecologists also study interactions among 
various species; members of different species are called heterospecifics. 
Examples of heterospecific interactions include predation, parasitism, 
herbivory, competition, and pollination. These interactions can have 
regulating effects on population sizes and can impact ecological and 
evolutionary processes affecting diversity. 


For example, Karner blue butterfly larvae form mutualistic relationships 
with ants. Mutualism is a form of a long-term relationship that has 
coevolved between two species and from which each species benefits. For 
mutualism to exist between individual organisms, each species must receive 
some benefit from the other as a consequence of the relationship. 
Researchers have shown that there is an increase in the probability of 
survival when Karner blue butterfly larvae (caterpillars) are tended by ants. 
This might be because the larvae spend less time in each life stage when 
tended by ants, which provides an advantage for the larvae. Meanwhile, the 
Karner blue butterfly larvae secrete a carbohydrate-rich substance that is an 
important energy source for the ants. Both the Karner blue larvae and the 
ants benefit from their interaction. 


Ecosystem Ecology 


Ecosystem ecology is an extension of organismal, population, and 
community ecology. The ecosystem is composed of all the biotic 
components (living things) in an area along with the abiotic components 
(non-living things) of that area. Some of the abiotic components include air, 
water, and soil. Ecosystem biologists ask questions about how nutrients and 
energy are stored and how they move among organisms and the 
surrounding atmosphere, soil, and water. 


The Karner blue butterflies and the wild lupine live in an oak-pine barren 
habitat. This habitat is characterized by natural disturbance and nutrient- 
poor soils that are low in nitrogen. The availability of nutrients is an 
important factor in the distribution of the plants that live in this habitat. 


Researchers interested in ecosystem ecology could ask questions about the 
importance of limited resources and the movement of resources, such as 
nutrients, though the biotic and abiotic portions of the ecosystem. 


Note: 

Career Connection 

Ecologist 

A career in ecology contributes to many facets of human society. 
Understanding ecological issues can help society meet the basic human 
needs of food, shelter, and health care. Ecologists can conduct their 
research in the laboratory and outside in natural environments ((link]). 
These natural environments can be as close to home as the stream running 
through your campus or as far away as the hydrothermal vents at the 
bottom of the Pacific Ocean. Ecologists manage natural resources such as 
white-tailed deer populations (Odocoileus virginianus) for hunting or aspen 
(Populus spp.) timber stands for paper production. Ecologists also work as 
educators who teach children and adults at various institutions including 
universities, high schools, museums, and nature centers. Ecologists may 
also work in advisory positions assisting local, state, and federal 
policymakers to develop laws that are ecologically sound, or they may 
develop those policies and legislation themselves. To become an ecologist 
requires an undergraduate degree, usually in a natural science. The 
undergraduate degree is often followed by specialized training or an 
advanced degree, depending on the area of ecology selected. Ecologists 
should also have a broad background in the physical sciences, as well as a 
sound foundation in mathematics and statistics. 


by 


This landscape ecologist is 
releasing a black-footed 
ferret into its native habitat as 
part of a study. (credit: 
USFWS Mountain Prairie 
Region, NPS) 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Visit this site to see Stephen Wing, a marine ecologist from the University 
of Otago, discuss the role of an ecologist and the types of issues ecologists 
explore. 


Section Summary 


Ecology is the study of the interactions of living things with their 
environment. Ecologists ask questions across four levels of biological 
organization—organismal, population, community, and ecosystem. At the 
organismal level, ecologists study individual organisms and how they 
interact with their environments. At the population and community levels, 
ecologists explore, respectively, how a population of organisms changes 
over time and the ways in which that population interacts with other species 
in the community. Ecologists studying an ecosystem examine the living 
species (the biotic components) of the ecosystem as well as the nonliving 


portions (the abiotic components), such as air, water, and soil, of the 
environment. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: Which of the following is a biotic factor? 


a. wind 

b. disease-causing microbe 
c. temperature 

d. soil particle size 


Solution: 


B 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


The study of nutrient cycling though the environment is an example of 
which of the following? 


a. organismal ecology 
b. population ecology 
c. community ecology 
d. ecosystem ecology 


Solution: 


D 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Ecologists often collaborate with other researchers interested in 
ecological questions. Describe the levels of ecology that would be 
easier for collaboration because of the similarities of questions asked. 
What levels of ecology might be more difficult for collaboration? 


Solution: 


Ecologists working in organismal or population ecology might ask 
similar questions about how the biotic and abiotic conditions affect 
particular organisms and, thus, might find collaboration to be mutually 
beneficial. Levels of ecology such as community ecology or ecosystem 
ecology might pose greater challenges for collaboration because these 
areas are very broad and may include many different environmental 
components. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


The population is an important unit in ecology as well as other 
biological sciences. How is a population defined, and what are the 
strengths and weaknesses of this definition? Are there some species 
that at certain times or places are not in populations? 


Solution: 


It is beneficial to consider a population to be all of the individuals 
living in the same area at the same time because it allows the ecologist 
to identify and study all of the abiotic and biotic factors that may affect 
the members of the population. However, this definition of a 
population could be considered a drawback if it prohibits the ecologist 
from studying a population’s individuals that may be transitory, but 
still influential. Some species with members that have a wide 
geographic range might not be considered to be a population, but could 
still have many of the qualities of a population. 


Glossary 


abiotic 

nonliving components of the environment 
biotic 

living components of the environment 


conspecifics 
individuals that are members of the same species 


ecology 
study of interaction between living things and their environment 


heterospecifics 
individuals that are members of different species 


Biogeography 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


¢ Define biogeography 

e List and describe abiotic factors that affect the global distribution of 
plant and animal species 

e Compare the impact of abiotic forces on aquatic and terrestrial 
environments 

e Summarize the affect of abiotic factors on net primary productivity 


Many forces influence the communities of living organisms present in 
different parts of the biosphere (all of the parts of Earth inhabited by life). 
The biosphere extends into the atmosphere (several kilometers above Earth) 
and into the depths of the oceans. Despite its apparent vastness to an 
individual human, the biosphere occupies only a minute space when 
compared to the known universe. Many abiotic forces influence where life 
can exist and the types of organisms found in different parts of the 
biosphere. The abiotic factors influence the distribution of biomes: large 
areas of land with similar climate, flora, and fauna. 


Biogeography 


Biogeography is the study of the geographic distribution of living things 
and the abiotic factors that affect their distribution. Abiotic factors such as 
temperature and rainfall vary based mainly on latitude and elevation. As 
these abiotic factors change, the composition of plant and animal 
communities also changes. For example, if you were to begin a journey at 
the equator and walk north, you would notice gradual changes in plant 
communities. At the beginning of your journey, you would see tropical wet 
forests with broad-leaved evergreen trees, which are characteristic of plant 
communities found near the equator. As you continued to travel north, you 
would see these broad-leaved evergreen plants eventually give rise to 
seasonally dry forests with scattered trees. You would also begin to notice 
changes in temperature and moisture. At about 30 degrees north, these 
forests would give way to deserts, which are characterized by low 
precipitation. 


Moving farther north, you would see that deserts are replaced by grasslands 
or prairies. Eventually, grasslands are replaced by deciduous temperate 
forests. These deciduous forests give way to the boreal forests found in the 
subarctic, the area south of the Arctic Circle. Finally, you would reach the 
Arctic tundra, which is found at the most northern latitudes. This trek north 
reveals gradual changes in both climate and the types of organisms that 
have adapted to environmental factors associated with ecosystems found at 
different latitudes. However, different ecosystems exist at the same latitude 
due in part to abiotic factors such as jet streams, the Gulf Stream, and ocean 
currents. If you were to hike up a mountain, the changes you would see in 
the vegetation would parallel those as you move to higher latitudes. 


Ecologists who study biogeography examine patterns of species 
distribution. No species exists everywhere; for example, the Venus flytrap is 
endemic to a small area in North and South Carolina. An endemic species 
is one which is naturally found only in a specific geographic area that is 
usually restricted in size. Other species are generalists: species which live in 
a wide variety of geographic areas; the raccoon, for example, is native to 
most of North and Central America. 


Species distribution patterns are based on biotic and abiotic factors and their 
influences during the very long periods of time required for species 
evolution; therefore, early studies of biogeography were closely linked to 
the emergence of evolutionary thinking in the eighteenth century. Some of 
the most distinctive assemblages of plants and animals occur in regions that 
have been physically separated for millions of years by geographic barriers. 
Biologists estimate that Australia, for example, has between 600,000 and 
700,000 species of plants and animals. Approximately 3/4 of living plant 
and mammal species are endemic species found solely in Australia 
([link]ab). 


Australia is home to many endemic species. The (a) 
wallaby (Wallabia bicolor), a medium-sized member 
of the kangaroo family, is a pouched mammal, or 
marsupial. The (b) echidna (Tachyglossus aculeatus) 
is an egg-laying mammal. (credit a: modification of 
work by Derrick Coetzee; credit b: modification of 
work by Allan Whittome) 


Sometimes ecologists discover unique patterns of species distribution by 
determining where species are not found. Hawaii, for example, has no 
native land species of reptiles or amphibians, and has only one native 
terrestrial mammal, the hoary bat. Most of New Guinea, as another 
example, lacks placental mammals. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Check out this video to observe a platypus swimming in its natural habitat 
in New South Wales, Australia. 


Plants can be endemic or generalists: endemic plants are found only on 
specific regions of the Earth, while generalists are found on many regions. 
Isolated land masses—such as Australia, Hawaii, and Madagascar—often 
have large numbers of endemic plant species. Some of these plants are 
endangered due to human activity. The forest gardenia (Gardenia 
brighamii), for instance, is endemic to Hawaii; only an estimated 15-20 
trees are thought to exist ([link]). 


Listed as federally 
endangered, the forest 
gardenia is a small tree 

with distinctive flowers. It 
is found only in five of the 
Hawaiian Islands in small 


populations consisting of a 
few individual specimens. 
(credit: Forest & Kim 
Starr) 


Energy Sources 


Energy from the sun is captured by green plants, algae, cyanobacteria, and 
photosynthetic protists. These organisms convert solar energy into the 
chemical energy needed by all living things. Light availability can be an 
important force directly affecting the evolution of adaptations in 
photosynthesizers. For instance, plants in the understory of a temperate 
forest are shaded when the trees above them in the canopy completely leaf 
out in the late spring. Not surprisingly, understory plants have adaptations 
to successfully capture available light. One such adaptation is the rapid 
growth of spring ephemeral plants such as the spring beauty ((link]). These 
spring flowers achieve much of their growth and finish their life cycle 
(reproduce) early in the season before the trees in the canopy develop 
leaves. 


The spring beauty is an 
ephemeral spring plant 
that flowers early in the 
spring to avoid competing 
with larger forest trees for 
sunlight. (credit: John 
Beetham) 


In aquatic ecosystems, the availability of light may be limited because 
sunlight is absorbed by water, plants, suspended particles, and resident 
microorganisms. Toward the bottom of a lake, pond, or ocean, there is a 
zone that light cannot reach. Photosynthesis cannot take place there and, as 
a result, a number of adaptations have evolved that enable living things to 
survive without light. For instance, aquatic plants have photosynthetic 
tissue near the surface of the water; for example, think of the broad, floating 
leaves of a water lily—water lilies cannot survive without light. In 
environments such as hydrothermal vents, some bacteria extract energy 
from inorganic chemicals because there is no light for photosynthesis. 


The availability of nutrients in aquatic systems is also an important aspect 
of energy or photosynthesis. Many organisms sink to the bottom of the 
ocean when they die in the open water; when this occurs, the energy found 
in that living organism is sequestered for some time unless ocean upwelling 
occurs. Ocean upwelling is the rising of deep ocean waters that occurs 
when prevailing winds blow along surface waters near a coastline ([link]). 
As the wind pushes ocean waters offshore, water from the bottom of the 
ocean moves up to replace this water. As a result, the nutrients once 
contained in dead organisms become available for reuse by other living 
organisms. 


Coastline 


Ocean upwelling is an important 
process that recycles nutrients 
and energy in the ocean. As 
wind (green arrows) pushes 
offshore, it causes water from 
the ocean bottom (red arrows) to 
move to the surface, bringing up 
nutrients from the ocean depths. 


In freshwater systems, the recycling of nutrients occurs in response to air 
temperature changes. The nutrients at the bottom of lakes are recycled twice 
each year: in the spring and fall turnover. The spring and fall turnover is a 
seasonal process that recycles nutrients and oxygen from the bottom of a 
freshwater ecosystem to the top of a body of water ([link]). These turnovers 
are caused by the formation of a thermocline: a layer of water with a 
temperature that is significantly different from that of the surrounding 
layers. In wintertime, the surface of lakes found in many northern regions is 
frozen. However, the water under the ice is slightly warmer, and the water 
at the bottom of the lake is warmer yet at 4 °C to 5 °C (39.2 °F to 41 °F). 
Water is densest at 4 °C; therefore, the deepest water is also the densest. 
The deepest water is oxygen poor because the decomposition of organic 
material at the bottom of the lake uses up available oxygen that cannot be 


replaced by means of oxygen diffusion into the water due to the surface ice 


layer. 
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Note: 
Art Connection 
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The spring and fall turnovers are 
important processes in freshwater lakes 
that act to move the nutrients and oxygen 
at the bottom of deep lakes to the top. 
Turnover occurs because water has a 
maximum density at 4 °C. Surface water 
temperature changes as the seasons 
progress, and denser water sinks. 


How might turnover in tropical lakes differ from turnover in lakes that 
exist in temperate regions? 


In springtime, air temperatures increase and surface ice melts. When the 
temperature of the surface water begins to reach 4 °C, the water becomes 
heavier and sinks to the bottom. The water at the bottom of the lake is then 


displaced by the heavier surface water and, thus, rises to the top. As that 
water rises to the top, the sediments and nutrients from the lake bottom are 
brought along with it. During the summer months, the lake water stratifies, 
or forms layers, with the warmest water at the lake surface. 


As air temperatures drop in the fall, the temperature of the lake water cools 
to 4 °C; therefore, this causes fall turnover as the heavy cold water sinks 
and displaces the water at the bottom. The oxygen-rich water at the surface 
of the lake then moves to the bottom of the lake, while the nutrients at the 
bottom of the lake rise to the surface ([link]). During the winter, the oxygen 
at the bottom of the lake is used by decomposers and other organisms 
requiring oxygen, such as fish. 


Temperature 


Temperature affects the physiology of living things as well as the density 
and state of water. Temperature exerts an important influence on living 
things because few living things can survive at temperatures below 0 °C (32 
°F) due to metabolic constraints. It is also rare for living things to survive at 
temperatures exceeding 45 °C (113 °F); this is a reflection of evolutionary 
response to typical temperatures. Enzymes are most efficient within a 
narrow and specific range of temperatures; enzyme degradation can occur 
at higher temperatures. Therefore, organisms either must maintain an 
internal temperature or they must inhabit an environment that will keep the 
body within a temperature range that supports metabolism. Some animals 
have adapted to enable their bodies to survive significant temperature 
fluctuations, such as seen in hibernation or reptilian torpor. Similarly, some 
bacteria are adapted to surviving in extremely hot temperatures such as 
geysers. Such bacteria are examples of extremophiles: organisms that thrive 
in extreme environments. 


Temperature can limit the distribution of living things. Animals faced with 
temperature fluctuations may respond with adaptations, such as migration, 
in order to survive. Migration, the movement from one place to another, is 
an adaptation found in many animals, including many that inhabit 
seasonally cold climates. Migration solves problems related to temperature, 


locating food, and finding a mate. In migration, for instance, the Arctic Tern 
(Sterna paradisaea) makes a 40,000 km (24,000 mi) round trip flight each 
year between its feeding grounds in the southern hemisphere and its 
breeding grounds in the Arctic Ocean. Monarch butterflies (Danaus 
plexippus) live in the eastern United States in the warmer months and 
migrate to Mexico and the southern United States in the wintertime. Some 
species of mammals also make migratory forays. Reindeer (Rangifer 
tarandus) travel about 5,000 km (3,100 mi) each year to find food. 
Amphibians and reptiles are more limited in their distribution because they 
lack migratory ability. Not all animals that can migrate do so: migration 
carries risk and comes at a high energy cost. 


Some animals hibernate or estivate to survive hostile temperatures. 
Hibernation enables animals to survive cold conditions, and estivation 
allows animals to survive the hostile conditions of a hot, dry climate. 
Animals that hibernate or estivate enter a state known as torpor: a condition 
in which their metabolic rate is significantly lowered. This enables the 
animal to wait until its environment better supports its survival. Some 
amphibians, such as the wood frog (Rana sylvatica), have an antifreeze-like 
chemical in their cells, which retains the cells’ integrity and prevents them 
from bursting. 


Water 


Water is required by all living things because it is critical for cellular 
processes. Since terrestrial organisms lose water to the environment by 
simple diffusion, they have evolved many adaptations to retain water. 


e Plants have a number of interesting features on their leaves, such as 
leaf hairs and a waxy cuticle, that serve to decrease the rate of water 
loss via transpiration. 

e Freshwater organisms are surrounded by water and are constantly in 
danger of having water rush into their cells because of osmosis. Many 
adaptations of organisms living in freshwater environments have 
evolved to ensure that solute concentrations in their bodies remain 


within appropriate levels. One such adaptation is the excretion of 
dilute urine. 

e Marine organisms are surrounded by water with a higher solute 
concentration than the organism and, thus, are in danger of losing 
water to the environment because of osmosis. These organisms have 
morphological and physiological adaptations to retain water and 
release solutes into the environment. For example, Marine iguanas 
(Amblyrhynchus cristatus), sneeze out water vapor that is high in salt 
in order to maintain solute concentrations within an acceptable range 
while swimming in the ocean and eating marine plants. 


Inorganic Nutrients and Soil 


Inorganic nutrients, such as nitrogen and phosphorus, are important in the 
distribution and the abundance of living things. Plants obtain these 
inorganic nutrients from the soil when water moves into the plant through 
the roots. Therefore, soil structure (particle size of soil components), soil 
pH, and soil nutrient content play an important role in the distribution of 
plants. Animals obtain inorganic nutrients from the food they consume. 
Therefore, animal distributions are related to the distribution of what they 
eat. In some cases, animals will follow their food resource as it moves 
through the environment. 


Other Aquatic Factors 


Some abiotic factors, such as oxygen, are important in aquatic ecosystems 
as well as terrestrial environments. Terrestrial animals obtain oxygen from 
the air they breathe. Oxygen availability can be an issue for organisms 
living at very high elevations, however, where there are fewer molecules of 
oxygen in the air. In aquatic systems, the concentration of dissolved oxygen 
is related to water temperature and the speed at which the water moves. 
Cold water has more dissolved oxygen than warmer water. In addition, 
salinity, current, and tide can be important abiotic factors in aquatic 
ecosystems. 


Other Terrestrial Factors 


Wind can be an important abiotic factor because it influences the rate of 
evaporation and transpiration. The physical force of wind is also important 
because it can move soil, water, or other abiotic factors, as well as an 
ecosystem’s organisms. 


Fire is another terrestrial factor that can be an important agent of 
disturbance in terrestrial ecosystems. Some organisms are adapted to fire 
and, thus, require the high heat associated with fire to complete a part of 
their life cycle. For example, the jack pine—a coniferous tree—requires 
heat from fire for its seed cones to open ((link]). Through the burning of 
pine needles, fire adds nitrogen to the soil and limits competition by 
destroying undergrowth. 


The mature cones of the jack 
pine (Pinus banksiana) open 
only when exposed to high 
temperatures, such as during a 
forest fire. A fire is likely to 
kill most vegetation, so a 
seedling that germinates after a 
fire is more likely to receive 
ample sunlight than one that 
germinates under normal 
conditions. (credit: USDA) 


Abiotic Factors Influencing Plant Growth 


Temperature and moisture are important influences on plant production 
(primary productivity) and the amount of organic matter available as food 
(net primary productivity). Net primary productivity is an estimation of 
all of the organic matter available as food; it is calculated as the total 
amount of carbon fixed per year minus the amount that is oxidized during 
cellular respiration. In terrestrial environments, net primary productivity is 
estimated by measuring the aboveground biomass per unit area, which is 
the total mass of living plants, excluding roots. This means that a large 
percentage of plant biomass which exists underground is not included in 
this measurement. Net primary productivity is an important variable when 
considering differences in biomes. Very productive biomes have a high 
level of aboveground biomass. 


Annual biomass production is directly related to the abiotic components of 
the environment. Environments with the greatest amount of biomass have 
conditions in which photosynthesis, plant growth, and the resulting net 
primary productivity are optimized. The climate of these areas is warm and 
wet. Photosynthesis can proceed at a high rate, enzymes can work most 
efficiently, and stomata can remain open without the risk of excessive 
transpiration; together, these factors lead to the maximal amount of carbon 
dioxide (CO) moving into the plant, resulting in high biomass production. 
The aboveground biomass produces several important resources for other 
living things, including habitat and food. Conversely, dry and cold 
environments have lower photosynthetic rates and therefore less biomass. 
The animal communities living there will also be affected by the decrease in 
available food. 


Section Summary 


Biogeography is the study of the geographic distribution of living things 
and the abiotic factors that affect their distribution. Endemic species are 
species that are naturally found only in a specific geographic area. The 


distribution of living things is influenced by several environmental factors 
that are, in part, controlled by the latitude or elevation at which an organism 
is found. Ocean upwelling and spring and fall turnovers are important 
processes regulating the distribution of nutrients and other abiotic factors 
important in aquatic ecosystems. Energy sources, temperature, water, 
inorganic nutrients, and soil are factors limiting the distribution of living 
things in terrestrial systems. Net primary productivity is a measure of the 
amount of biomass produced by a biome. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


[link] How might turnover in tropical lakes differ from turnover in 
lakes that exist in temperate regions? 


Solution: 


[link] Tropical lakes don’t freeze, so they don’t undergo spring 
turnover in the same way temperate lakes do. However, stratification 
does occur, as well as seasonal turnover. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Understory plants in a temperate forest have adaptations to capture 
limited 


a. water 

b. nutrients 
c. heat 

d. sunlight 


Solution: 


D 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


An ecologist hiking up a mountain may notice different biomes along 
the way due to changes in all of the following except: 


a. elevation 

b. rainfall 

c. latitude 

d. temperature 


Solution: 


C 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Compare and contrast ocean upwelling and spring and fall turnovers. 


Solution: 


Ocean upwelling is a continual process that occurs year-round. Spring 
and fall turnover in freshwater lakes and ponds, however, is a seasonal 
process that occurs due to temperature changes in the water that take 
place during springtime warming and autumn cooling. Both ocean 
upwelling and spring and fall turnover enable nutrients in the organic 
materials at the bottom of the body of water to be recycled and reused 
by living things. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Many endemic species are found in areas that are geographically 
isolated. Suggest a plausible scientific explanation for why this is so. 


Solution: 


Areas that have been geographically isolated for very long periods of 
time allow unique species to evolve; these species are distinctly 
different from those of surrounding areas and remain so, since 
geographic isolation keeps them separated from other species. 


Glossary 


aboveground biomass 
total mass of aboveground living plants per area 


biogeography 
study of the geographic distribution of living things and the abiotic 
factors that affect their distribution 


biome 
ecological community of plants, animals, and other organisms that is 
adapted to a characteristic set of environmental conditions 


endemic 
species found only in a specific geographic area that is usually 
restricted in size 


fall and spring turnover 
seasonal process that recycles nutrients and oxygen from the bottom of 
a freshwater ecosystem to the top 


net primary productivity 
measurement of the energy accumulation within an ecosystem, 
calculated as the total amount of carbon fixed per year minus the 


amount that is oxidized during cellular respiration 


ocean upwelling 
rising of deep ocean waters that occurs when prevailing winds blow 
along surface waters near a coastline 


thermocline 
layer of water with a temperature that is significantly different from 
that of the surrounding layers 


Terrestrial Biomes 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Identify the two major abiotic factors that determine terrestrial biomes 
e Recognize distinguishing characteristics of each of the eight major 
terrestrial biomes 


The Earth’s biomes are categorized into two major groups: terrestrial and 
aquatic. Terrestrial biomes are based on land, while aquatic biomes include 
both ocean and freshwater biomes. The eight major terrestrial biomes on 
Earth are each distinguished by characteristic temperatures and amount of 
precipitation. Comparing the annual totals of precipitation and fluctuations 
in precipitation from one biome to another provides clues as to the 
importance of abiotic factors in the distribution of biomes. Temperature 
variation on a daily and seasonal basis is also important for predicting the 
geographic distribution of the biome and the vegetation type in the biome. 
The distribution of these biomes shows that the same biome can occur in 
geographically distinct areas with similar climates ([link]). 


Note: 
Art Connection 


Mi Tropical forest Savanna MS Desert @® Chaparral (™ Temperate forest 
{Boreal forest @ Tundra @® Mountains ( Polar ice {5 Temperate grassland 


Each of the world’s major biomes is distinguished by 
characteristic temperatures and amounts of precipitation. 
Polar ice and mountains are also shown. 


Which of the following statements about biomes is false? 


a. Chaparral is dominated by shrubs. 

b. Savannas and temperate grasslands are dominated by grasses. 
c. Boreal forests are dominated by deciduous trees. 

d. Lichens are common in the arctic tundra. 


Tropical Wet Forest 


Tropical wet forests are also referred to as tropical rainforests. This biome 
is found in equatorial regions ([link]). The vegetation is characterized by 
plants with broad leaves that fall off throughout the year. Unlike the trees of 
deciduous forests, the trees in this biome do not have a seasonal loss of 
leaves associated with variations in temperature and sunlight; these forests 
are “evergreen” year-round. 


The temperature and sunlight profiles of tropical wet forests are very stable 
in comparison to that of other terrestrial biomes, with the temperatures 
ranging from 20 °C to 34 °C (68 °F to 93 °F). When one compares the 
annual temperature variation of tropical wet forests with that of other forest 
biomes, the lack of seasonal temperature variation in the tropical wet forest 
becomes apparent. This lack of seasonality leads to year-round plant 
growth, rather than the seasonal (spring, summer, and fall) growth seen in 
other biomes. In contrast to other ecosystems, tropical ecosystems do not 
have long days and short days during the yearly cycle. Instead, a constant 
daily amount of sunlight (11-12 hrs per day) provides more solar radiation, 
thereby, a longer period of time for plant growth. 


The annual rainfall in tropical wet forests ranges from 125 to 660 cm (50- 
200 in) with some monthly variation. While sunlight and temperature 
remain fairly consistent, annual rainfall is highly variable. Tropical wet 
forests have wet months in which there can be more than 30 cm (11-12 in) 
of precipitation, as well as dry months in which there are fewer than 10 cm 


(3.5 in) of rainfall. However, the driest month of a tropical wet forest still 
exceeds the annual rainfall of some other biomes, such as deserts. 


Tropical wet forests have high net primary productivity because the annual 
temperatures and precipitation values in these areas are ideal for plant 
growth. Therefore, the extensive biomass present in the tropical wet forest 
leads to plant communities with very high species diversities ({link]). 
Tropical wet forests have more species of trees than any other biome; on 
average between 100 and 300 species of trees are present in a single hectare 
(2.5 acres) of South America. One way to visualize this is to compare the 
distinctive horizontal layers within the tropical wet forest biome. On the 
forest floor is a sparse layer of plants and decaying plant matter. Above that 
is an understory of short shrubby foliage. A layer of trees rises above this 
understory and is topped by a closed upper canopy—the uppermost 
overhead layer of branches and leaves. Some additional trees emerge 
through this closed upper canopy. These layers provide diverse and 
complex habitats for the variety of plants, fungi, animals, and other 
organisms within the tropical wet forests. For instance, epiphytes are plants 
that grow on other plants, which typically are not harmed. Epiphytes are 
found throughout tropical wet forest biomes. Many species of animals use 
the variety of plants and the complex structure of the tropical wet forests for 
food and shelter. Some organisms live several meters above ground and 
have adapted to this arboreal lifestyle. 


Tropical wet forests, such as these 
forests of Madre de Dios, Peru, 
near the Amazon River, have high 
species diversity. (credit: 
Roosevelt Garcia) 


Savannas 


Savannas are grasslands with scattered trees, and they are located in Africa, 
South America, and northern Australia ({link]). Savannas are hot, tropical 
areas with temperatures averaging from 24 °C to 29 °C (75 °F to 84 °F) and 
an annual rainfall of 10-40 cm (3.9-15.7 in). Savannas have an extensive 
dry season; for this reason, forest trees do not grow as well as they do in the 
tropical wet forest (or other forest biomes). As a result, within the grasses 
and forbs (herbaceous flowering plants) that dominate the savanna, there 
are relatively few trees ((link]). Since fire is an important source of 
disturbance in this biome, plants have evolved well-developed root systems 
that allow them to quickly re-sprout after a fire. 


Savannas, like this one in Taita 
Hills Wildlife Sanctuary in Kenya, 
are dominated by grasses. (credit: 

Christopher T. Cooper) 


Subtropical Deserts 


Subtropical deserts exist between 15 ° and 30 ° north and south latitude and 
are centered on the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn ([link]). This biome is 
very dry; in some years, evaporation exceeds precipitation. Subtropical hot 
deserts can have daytime soil surface temperatures above 60 °C (140 °F) 
and nighttime temperatures approaching 0 °C (32 °F). In cold deserts, 
temperatures can be as high as 25 °C and can drop below -30 °C (-22 °F). 
Subtropical deserts are characterized by low annual precipitation of fewer 
than 30 cm (12 in) with little monthly variation and lack of predictability in 
rainfall. In some cases, the annual rainfall can be as low as 2 cm (0.8 in) in 
subtropical deserts located in central Australia (“the Outback”) and northern 
Africa. 


The vegetation and low animal diversity of this biome is closely related to 
this low and unpredictable precipitation. Very dry deserts lack perennial 
vegetation that lives from one year to the next; instead, many plants are 
annuals that grow quickly and reproduce when rainfall does occur, then 
they die. Many other plants in these areas are characterized by having a 
number of adaptations that conserve water, such as deep roots, reduced 
foliage, and water-storing stems ({link]). Seed plants in the desert produce 
seeds that can be in dormancy for extended periods between rains. 
Adaptations in desert animals include nocturnal behavior and burrowing. 


To reduce water loss, 
many desert plants have 
tiny leaves or no leaves at 
all. The leaves of ocotillo 


(Fouquieria splendens), 
shown here in the Sonora 
Desert near Gila Bend, 
Arizona, appear only after 
rainfall, and then are shed. 


Chaparral 


The chaparral is also called the scrub forest and is found in California, 
along the Mediterranean Sea, and along the southern coast of Australia 
({link]). The annual rainfall in this biome ranges from 65 cm to 75 cm 
(25.6—29.5 in), and the majority of the rain falls in the winter. Summers are 
very dry and many chaparral plants are dormant during the summertime. 


The chaparral vegetation, shown in [link], is dominated by shrubs and is 
adapted to periodic fires, with some plants producing seeds that only 
germinate after a hot fire. The ashes left behind after a fire are rich in 
nutrients like nitrogen that fertilize the soil and promote plant regrowth. 


aa 


The chaparral is dominated by 
shrubs. (credit: Miguel Vieira) 


Temperate Grasslands 


Temperate grasslands are found throughout central North America, where 
they are also known as prairies; they are also in Eurasia, where they are 
known as steppes ({link]). Temperate grasslands have pronounced annual 
fluctuations in temperature with hot summers and cold winters. The annual 
temperature variation produces specific growing seasons for plants. Plant 
growth is possible when temperatures are warm enough to sustain plant 
growth and when ample water is available, which occurs in the spring, 
summer, and fall. During much of the winter, temperatures are low, and 
water, which is stored in the form of ice, is not available for plant growth. 


Annual precipitation ranges from 25 cm to 75 cm (9.8—29.5 in). Because of 
relatively lower annual precipitation in temperate grasslands, there are few 


trees except for those found growing along rivers or streams. The dominant 
vegetation tends to consist of grasses and some prairies sustain populations 
of grazing animals [link]. The vegetation is very dense and the soils are 
fertile because the subsurface of the soil is packed with the roots and 
rhizomes (underground stems) of these grasses. The roots and rhizomes act 
to anchor plants into the ground and replenish the organic material (humus) 
in the soil when they die and decay. 


The American bison (Bison 
bison), more commonly called the 
buffalo, is a grazing mammal that 
once populated American prairies 

in huge numbers. (credit: Jack 
Dykinga, USDA Agricultural 
Research Service) 


Fires, mainly caused by lightning, are a natural disturbance in temperate 
grasslands. When fire is suppressed in temperate grasslands, the vegetation 
eventually converts to scrub and dense forests. Often, the restoration or 
management of temperate grasslands requires the use of controlled burns to 
suppress the growth of trees and maintain the grasses. 


‘Temperate Forests 


Temperate forests are the most common biome in eastern North America, 
Western Europe, Eastern Asia, Chile, and New Zealand ((link]). This biome 
is found throughout mid-latitude regions. Temperatures range between -30 
°C and 30 °C (-22 °F to 86 °F) and drop to below freezing on an annual 
basis. These temperatures mean that temperate forests have defined 
growing seasons during the spring, summer, and early fall. Precipitation is 
relatively constant throughout the year and ranges between 75 cm and 150 
cm (29.5—59 in). 


Because of the moderate annual rainfall and temperatures, deciduous trees 
are the dominant plant in this biome ([link]). Deciduous trees lose their 
leaves each fall and remain leafless in the winter. Thus, no photosynthesis 
occurs in the deciduous trees during the dormant winter period. Each 
spring, new leaves appear as the temperature increases. Because of the 
dormant period, the net primary productivity of temperate forests is less 
than that of tropical wet forests. In addition, temperate forests show less 
diversity of tree species than tropical wet forest biomes. 


Deciduous trees are the dominant 
plant in the temperate forest. 
(credit: Oliver Herold) 


The trees of the temperate forests leaf out and shade much of the ground; 
however, this biome is more open than tropical wet forests because trees in 
the temperate forests do not grow as tall as the trees in tropical wet forests. 
The soils of the temperate forests are rich in inorganic and organic 
nutrients. This is due to the thick layer of leaf litter on forest floors. As this 
leaf litter decays, nutrients are returned to the soil. The leaf litter also 
protects soil from erosion, insulates the ground, and provides habitats for 
invertebrates (such as the pill bug or roly-poly, Armadillidium vulgare) and 
their predators, such as the red-backed salamander (Plethodon cinereus). 


Boreal Forests 


The boreal forest, also known as taiga or coniferous forest, is found south of 
the Arctic Circle and across most of Canada, Alaska, Russia, and northern 
Europe ((link]). This biome has cold, dry winters and short, cool, wet 
summers. The annual precipitation is from 40 cm to 100 cm (15.7—39 in) 
and usually takes the form of snow. Little evaporation occurs because of the 
cold temperatures. 


The long and cold winters in the boreal forest have led to the predominance 
of cold-tolerant cone-bearing plants. These are evergreen coniferous trees 
like pines, spruce, and fir, which retain their needle-shaped leaves year- 
round. Evergreen trees can photosynthesize earlier in the spring than 
deciduous trees because less energy from the sun is required to warm a 
needle-like leaf than a broad leaf. This benefits evergreen trees, which grow 
faster than deciduous trees in the boreal forest. In addition, soils in boreal 
forest regions tend to be acidic with little available nitrogen. Leaves are a 
nitrogen-rich structure and deciduous trees must produce a new set of these 
nitrogen-rich structures each year. Therefore, coniferous trees that retain 
nitrogen-rich needles may have a competitive advantage over the broad- 
leafed deciduous trees. 


The net primary productivity of boreal forests is lower than that of 
temperate forests and tropical wet forests. The aboveground biomass of 
boreal forests is high because these slow-growing tree species are long lived 
and accumulate standing biomass over time. Plant species diversity is less 
than that seen in temperate forests and tropical wet forests. Boreal forests 


lack the pronounced elements of the layered forest structure seen in tropical 
wet forests. The structure of a boreal forest is often only a tree layer and a 
ground layer ({link]). When conifer needles are dropped, they decompose 
more slowly than broad leaves; therefore, fewer nutrients are returned to the 
soil to fuel plant growth. 


The boreal forest (taiga) has low 
lying plants and conifer trees. 
(credit: L.B. Brubaker) 


Arctic Tundra 


The Arctic tundra lies north of the subarctic boreal forest and is located 
throughout the Arctic regions of the northern hemisphere ({link]). The 
average winter temperature is -34 °C (-34 °F) and the average summer 
temperature is from 3 °C to 12 °C (37 °F—52 °F). Plants in the arctic tundra 
have a very short growing season of approximately 10-12 weeks. However, 
during this time, there are almost 24 hours of daylight and plant growth is 
rapid. The annual precipitation of the Arctic tundra is very low with little 
annual variation in precipitation. And, as in the boreal forests, there is little 
evaporation due to the cold temperatures. 


Plants in the Arctic tundra are generally low to the ground ([link]). There is 
little species diversity, low net primary productivity, and low aboveground 
biomass. The soils of the Arctic tundra may remain in a perennially frozen 
State referred to as permafrost. The permafrost makes it impossible for 
roots to penetrate deep into the soil and slows the decay of organic matter, 
which inhibits the release of nutrients from organic matter. During the 
growing season, the ground of the Arctic tundra can be completely covered 
with plants or lichens. 


Low-growing plants such as 
shrub willow dominate the 
tundra landscape, shown here 
in the Arctic National Wildlife 


Refuge. (credit: USFWS Arctic 
National Wildlife Refuge) 


Note: 
Link to Learning 


‘ of 
Oe 


Watch this Assignment Discovery: Biomes video for an overview of 
biomes. To explore further, select one of the biomes on the extended 
playlist: desert, savanna, temperate forest, temperate grassland, tropic, 
tundra. 


Section Summary 


The Earth has terrestrial biomes and aquatic biomes. Aquatic biomes 
include both freshwater and marine environments. There are eight major 
terrestrial biomes: tropical wet forests, savannas, subtropical deserts, 
chaparral, temperate grasslands, temperate forests, boreal forests, and 
Arctic tundra. The same biome can occur in different geographic locations 
with similar climates. Temperature and precipitation, and variations in both, 
are key abiotic factors that shape the composition of animal and plant 
communities in terrestrial biomes. Some biomes, such as temperate 
grasslands and temperate forests, have distinct seasons, with cold weather 
and hot weather alternating throughout the year. In warm, moist biomes, 
such as the tropical wet forest, net primary productivity is high, as warm 
temperatures, abundant water, and a year-round growing season fuel plant 
growth. Other biomes, such as deserts and tundra, have low primary 
productivity due to extreme temperatures and a shortage of available water. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


[link] Which of the following statements about biomes is false? 


a. Chaparral is dominated by shrubs. 

b. Savannas and temperate grasslands are dominated by grasses. 
c. Boreal forests are dominated by deciduous trees. 

d. Lichens are common in the arctic tundra. 


Solution: 


[link] C. Boreal forests are not dominated by deciduous trees. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


Which of the following biomes is characterized by abundant water 
resources? 


a. deserts 

b. boreal forests 

c. savannas 

d. tropical wet forests 


Solution: 


D 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


Which of the following biomes is characterized by short growing 
seasons? 


a. deserts 
b. tropical wet forests 
c. Arctic tundras 


d. savannas 


Solution: 


€ 


Free Response 


Exercise: 
Problem: 
The extremely low precipitation of subtropical desert biomes might 
lead one to expect fire to be a major disturbance factor; however, fire 


is more common in the temperate grassland biome than in the 
subtropic desert biome. Why is this? 


Solution: 


Fire is less common in desert biomes than in temperate grasslands 
because deserts have low net primary productivity and, thus, very little 
plant biomass to fuel a fire. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


In what ways are the subtropical desert and the arctic tundra similar? 


Solution: 


Both the subtropical desert and the arctic tundra have a low supply of 
water. In the desert, this is due to extremely low precipitation, and in 
the arctic tundra, much of the water is unavailable to plants because it 
is frozen. Both the subtropical desert and the arctic tundra have low net 
primary productivity. 


Glossary 


canopy 
branches and foliage of trees that form a layer of overhead coverage in 
a forest 


permafrost 
perennially frozen portion of the Arctic tundra soil 


Aquatic Biomes 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


¢ Describe the effects of abiotic factors on the composition of plant and 
animal communities in aquatic biomes 

e Compare and contrast the characteristics of the ocean zones 

e Summarize the characteristics of standing water and flowing water 
freshwater biomes 


Abiotic Factors Influencing Aquatic Biomes 


Like terrestrial biomes, aquatic biomes are influenced by a series of abiotic 
factors. The aquatic medium—water— has different physical and chemical 
properties than air, however. Even if the water in a pond or other body of 
water is perfectly clear (there are no suspended particles), water, on its own, 
absorbs light. As one descends into a deep body of water, there will 
eventually be a depth which the sunlight cannot reach. While there are some 
abiotic and biotic factors in a terrestrial ecosystem that might obscure light 
(like fog, dust, or insect swarms), usually these are not permanent features 
of the environment. The importance of light in aquatic biomes is central to 
the communities of organisms found in both freshwater and marine 
ecosystems. In freshwater systems, stratification due to differences in 
density is perhaps the most critical abiotic factor and is related to the energy 
aspects of light. The thermal properties of water (rates of heating and 
cooling) are significant to the function of marine systems and have major 
impacts on global climate and weather patterns. Marine systems are also 
influenced by large-scale physical water movements, such as currents; these 
are less important in most freshwater lakes. 


The ocean is categorized by several areas or zones ([link]). All of the 
ocean’s open water is referred to as the pelagic realm (or zone). The 
benthic realm (or zone) extends along the ocean bottom from the shoreline 
to the deepest parts of the ocean floor. Within the pelagic realm is the 
photic zone, which is the portion of the ocean that light can penetrate 
(approximately 200 m or 650 ft). At depths greater than 200 m, light cannot 
penetrate; thus, this is referred to as the aphotic zone. The majority of the 
ocean is aphotic and lacks sufficient light for photosynthesis. The deepest 


part of the ocean, the Challenger Deep (in the Mariana Trench, located in 
the western Pacific Ocean), is about 11,000 m (about 6.8 mi) deep. To give 
some perspective on the depth of this trench, the ocean is, on average, 4267 
m or 14,000 ft deep. These realms and zones are relevant to freshwater 
lakes as well. 


Note: 


Art Connection 


Neritic Intertidal 
zone zone 


' Oceanic zone 
1 


Pelagic realm 


The ocean is divided into different zones 
based on water depth and distance from the 
shoreline. 


In which of the following regions would you expect to find photosynthetic 
organisms? 


a. the aphotic zone, the neritic zone, the oceanic zone, and the benthic 
realm 

b. the photic zone, the intertidal zone, the neritic zone, and the oceanic 
zone 


c. the photic zone, the abyssal zone, the neritic zone, and the oceanic 
zone 


d. the pelagic realm, the aphotic zone, the neritic zone, and the oceanic 
zone 


Marine Biomes 


The ocean is the largest marine biome. It is a continuous body of salt water 
that is relatively uniform in chemical composition; it is a weak solution of 
mineral salts and decayed biological matter. Within the ocean, coral reefs 
are a second kind of marine biome. Estuaries, coastal areas where salt water 
and fresh water mix, form a third unique marine biome. 


Ocean 


The physical diversity of the ocean is a significant influence on plants, 
animals, and other organisms. The ocean is categorized into different zones 
based on how far light reaches into the water. Each zone has a distinct 
group of species adapted to the biotic and abiotic conditions particular to 
that zone. 


The intertidal zone, which is the zone between high and low tide, is the 
oceanic region that is closest to land ((link]). Generally, most people think 
of this portion of the ocean as a sandy beach. In some cases, the intertidal 
zone is indeed a sandy beach, but it can also be rocky or muddy. The 
intertidal zone is an extremely variable environment because of tides. 
Organisms are exposed to air and sunlight at low tide and are underwater 
most of the time, especially during high tide. Therefore, living things that 
thrive in the intertidal zone are adapted to being dry for long periods of 
time. The shore of the intertidal zone is also repeatedly struck by waves, 
and the organisms found there are adapted to withstand damage from the 
pounding action of the waves ([link]). The exoskeletons of shoreline 
crustaceans (such as the shore crab, Carcinus maenas) are tough and protect 
them from desiccation (drying out) and wave damage. Another 
consequence of the pounding waves is that few algae and plants establish 
themselves in the constantly moving rocks, sand, or mud. 


Sea urchins, mussel shells, and 
starfish are often found in the 
intertidal zone, shown here in 
Kachemak Bay, Alaska. (credit: 
NOAA) 


The neritic zone ({link]) extends from the intertidal zone to depths of about 
200 m (or 650 ft) at the edge of the continental shelf. Since light can 
penetrate this depth, photosynthesis can occur in the neritic zone. The water 
here contains silt and is well-oxygenated, low in pressure, and stable in 
temperature. Phytoplankton and floating Sargassum (a type of free-floating 
marine seaweed) provide a habitat for some sea life found in the neritic 
zone. Zooplankton, protists, small fishes, and shrimp are found in the neritic 
zone and are the base of the food chain for most of the world’s fisheries. 


Beyond the neritic zone is the open ocean area known as the oceanic zone 
({link]). Within the oceanic zone there is thermal stratification where warm 
and cold waters mix because of ocean currents. Abundant plankton serve as 
the base of the food chain for larger animals such as whales and dolphins. 
Nutrients are scarce and this is a relatively less productive part of the 
marine biome. When photosynthetic organisms and the protists and animals 
that feed on them die, their bodies fall to the bottom of the ocean where 
they remain; unlike freshwater lakes, the open ocean lacks a process for 
bringing the organic nutrients back up to the surface. The majority of 
organisms in the aphotic zone include sea cucumbers (phylum 


Echinodermata) and other organisms that survive on the nutrients contained 
in the dead bodies of organisms in the photic zone. 


Beneath the pelagic zone is the benthic realm, the deepwater region beyond 
the continental shelf ([link]). The bottom of the benthic realm is comprised 
of sand, silt, and dead organisms. Temperature decreases, remaining above 
freezing, as water depth increases. This is a nutrient-rich portion of the 
ocean because of the dead organisms that fall from the upper layers of the 
ocean. Because of this high level of nutrients, a diversity of fungi, sponges, 
sea anemones, marine worms, sea stars, fishes, and bacteria exist. 


The deepest part of the ocean is the abyssal zone, which is at depths of 
4000 m or greater. The abyssal zone ([link]) is very cold and has very high 
pressure, high oxygen content, and low nutrient content. There are a variety 
of invertebrates and fishes found in this zone, but the abyssal zone does not 
have plants because of the lack of light. Hydrothermal vents are found 
primarily in the abyssal zone; chemosynthetic bacteria utilize the hydrogen 
sulfide and other minerals emitted from the vents. These chemosynthetic 
bacteria use the hydrogen sulfide as an energy source and serve as the base 
of the food chain found in the abyssal zone. 


Coral Reefs 


Coral reefs are ocean ridges formed by marine invertebrates living in warm 
shallow waters within the photic zone of the ocean. They are found within 
30° north and south of the equator. The Great Barrier Reef is a well-known 
reef system located several miles off the northeastern coast of Australia. 
Other coral reef systems are fringing islands, which are directly adjacent to 
land, or atolls, which are circular reef systems surrounding a former 
landmass that is now underwater. The coral organisms (members of phylum 
Cnidaria) are colonies of saltwater polyps that secrete a calcium carbonate 
skeleton. These calcium-rich skeletons slowly accumulate, forming the 
underwater reef ([link]). Corals found in shallower waters (at a depth of 
approximately 60 m or about 200 ft) have a mutualistic relationship with 
photosynthetic unicellular algae. The relationship provides corals with the 
majority of the nutrition and the energy they require. The waters in which 


these corals live are nutritionally poor and, without this mutualism, it would 
not be possible for large corals to grow. Some corals living in deeper and 
colder water do not have a mutualistic relationship with algae; these corals 
attain energy and nutrients using stinging cells on their tentacles to capture 


prey. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Watch this National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 
video to see marine ecologist Dr. Peter Etnoyer discusses his research on 
coral organisms. 


It is estimated that more than 4,000 fish species inhabit coral reefs. These 
fishes can feed on coral, the cryptofauna (invertebrates found within the 
calcium carbonate substrate of the coral reefs), or the seaweed and algae 
that are associated with the coral. In addition, some fish species inhabit the 
boundaries of a coral reef; these species include predators, herbivores, or 
planktivores. Predators are animal species that hunt and are carnivores or 
“flesh eaters.” Herbivores eat plant material, and planktivores eat plankton. 


Coral reefs are formed by 
the calcium carbonate 
skeletons of coral 
organisms, which are 
marine invertebrates in 
the phylum Cnidaria. 
(credit: Terry Hughes) 


Note: 

Evolution Connection 

Global Decline of Coral Reefs 

It takes a long time to build a coral reef. The animals that create coral reefs 
have evolved over millions of years, continuing to slowly deposit the 
calcium carbonate that forms their characteristic ocean homes. Bathed in 
warm tropical waters, the coral animals and their symbiotic algal partners 
evolved to survive at the upper limit of ocean water temperature. 

Together, climate change and human activity pose dual threats to the long- 
term survival of the world’s coral reefs. As global warming due to fossil 


fuel emissions raises ocean temperatures, coral reefs are suffering. The 
excessive warmth causes the reefs to expel their symbiotic, food-producing 
algae, resulting in a phenomenon known as bleaching. When bleaching 
occurs, the reefs lose much of their characteristic color as the algae and the 
coral animals die if loss of the symbiotic zooxanthellae is prolonged. 
Rising levels of atmospheric carbon dioxide further threaten the corals in 
other ways; as CO, dissolves in ocean waters, it lowers the pH and 
increases ocean acidity. As acidity increases, it interferes with the 
calcification that normally occurs as coral animals build their calcium 
carbonate homes. 

When a coral reef begins to die, species diversity plummets as animals lose 
food and shelter. Coral reefs are also economically important tourist 
destinations, so the decline of coral reefs poses a serious threat to coastal 
economies. 

Human population growth has damaged corals in other ways, too. As 
human coastal populations increase, the runoff of sediment and agricultural 
chemicals has increased, too, causing some of the once-clear tropical 
waters to become cloudy. At the same time, overfishing of popular fish 
species has allowed the predator species that eat corals to go unchecked. 
Although a rise in global temperatures of 1—2°C (a conservative scientific 
projection) in the coming decades may not seem large, it is very significant 
to this biome. When change occurs rapidly, species can become extinct 
before evolution leads to new adaptations. Many scientists believe that 
global warming, with its rapid (in terms of evolutionary time) and 
inexorable increases in temperature, is tipping the balance beyond the point 
at which many of the world’s coral reefs can recover. 


Estuaries: Where the Ocean Meets Fresh Water 


Estuaries are biomes that occur where a source of fresh water, such as a 
river, meets the ocean. Therefore, both fresh water and salt water are found 
in the same vicinity; mixing results in a diluted (brackish) saltwater. 
Estuaries form protected areas where many of the young offspring of 
crustaceans, mollusks, and fish begin their lives. Salinity is a very important 
factor that influences the organisms and the adaptations of the organisms 


found in estuaries. The salinity of estuaries varies and is based on the rate of 
flow of its freshwater sources. Once or twice a day, high tides bring salt 
water into the estuary. Low tides occurring at the same frequency reverse 
the current of salt water. 


The short-term and rapid variation in salinity due to the mixing of fresh 
water and salt water is a difficult physiological challenge for the plants and 
animals that inhabit estuaries. Many estuarine plant species are halophytes: 
plants that can tolerate salty conditions. Halophytic plants are adapted to 
deal with the salinity resulting from saltwater on their roots or from sea 
spray. In some halophytes, filters in the roots remove the salt from the water 
that the plant absorbs. Other plants are able to pump oxygen into their roots. 
Animals, such as mussels and clams (phylum Mollusca), have developed 
behavioral adaptations that expend a lot of energy to function in this rapidly 
changing environment. When these animals are exposed to low salinity, 
they stop feeding, close their shells, and switch from aerobic respiration (in 
which they use gills) to anaerobic respiration (a process that does not 
require oxygen). When high tide returns to the estuary, the salinity and 
oxygen content of the water increases, and these animals open their shells, 
begin feeding, and return to aerobic respiration. 


Freshwater Biomes 


Freshwater biomes include lakes and ponds (standing water) as well as 
rivers and streams (flowing water). They also include wetlands, which will 
be discussed later. Humans rely on freshwater biomes to provide aquatic 
resources for drinking water, crop irrigation, sanitation, and industry. These 
various roles and human benefits are referred to as ecosystem services. 
Lakes and ponds are found in terrestrial landscapes and are, therefore, 
connected with abiotic and biotic factors influencing these terrestrial 
biomes. 


Lakes and Ponds 


Lakes and ponds can range in area from a few square meters to thousands 
of square kilometers. Temperature is an important abiotic factor affecting 
living things found in lakes and ponds. In the summer, thermal stratification 
of lakes and ponds occurs when the upper layer of water is warmed by the 
sun and does not mix with deeper, cooler water. Light can penetrate within 
the photic zone of the lake or pond. Phytoplankton (algae and 
cyanobacteria) are found here and carry out photosynthesis, providing the 
base of the food web of lakes and ponds. Zooplankton, such as rotifers and 
small crustaceans, consume these phytoplankton. At the bottom of lakes 
and ponds, bacteria in the aphotic zone break down dead organisms that 
sink to the bottom. 


Nitrogen and phosphorus are important limiting nutrients in lakes and 
ponds. Because of this, they are determining factors in the amount of 
phytoplankton growth in lakes and ponds. When there is a large input of 
nitrogen and phosphorus (from sewage and runoff from fertilized lawns and 
farms, for example), the growth of algae skyrockets, resulting in a large 
accumulation of algae called an algal bloom. Algal blooms ([link]) can 
become so extensive that they reduce light penetration in water. As a result, 
the lake or pond becomes aphotic and photosynthetic plants cannot survive. 
When the algae die and decompose, severe oxygen depletion of the water 
occurs. Fishes and other organisms that require oxygen are then more likely 
to die, and resulting dead zones are found across the globe. Lake Erie and 
the Gulf of Mexico represent freshwater and marine habitats where 
phosphorus control and storm water runoff pose significant environmental 
challenges. 


The uncontrolled growth of 
algae in this lake has resulted in 
an algal bloom. (credit: Jeremy 

Nettleton) 


Rivers and Streams 


Rivers and streams are continuously moving bodies of water that carry large 
amounts of water from the source, or headwater, to a lake or ocean. The 
largest rivers include the Nile River in Africa, the Amazon River in South 
America, and the Mississippi River in North America. 


Abiotic features of rivers and streams vary along the length of the river or 
stream. Streams begin at a point of origin referred to as source water. The 
source water is usually cold, low in nutrients, and clear. The channel (the 
width of the river or stream) is narrower than at any other place along the 
length of the river or stream. Because of this, the current is often faster here 
than at any other point of the river or stream. 


The fast-moving water results in minimal silt accumulation at the bottom of 
the river or stream; therefore, the water is clear. Photosynthesis here is 
mostly attributed to algae that are growing on rocks; the swift current 
inhibits the growth of phytoplankton. An additional input of energy can 


come from leaves or other organic material that falls into the river or stream 
from trees and other plants that border the water. When the leaves 
decompose, the organic material and nutrients in the leaves are returned to 
the water. Plants and animals have adapted to this fast-moving water. For 
instance, leeches (phylum Annelida) have elongated bodies and suckers on 
both ends. These suckers attach to the substrate, keeping the leech anchored 
in place. Freshwater trout species (phylum Chordata) are an important 
predator in these fast-moving rivers and streams. 


As the river or stream flows away from the source, the width of the channel 
gradually widens and the current slows. This slow-moving water, caused by 
the gradient decrease and the volume increase as tributaries unite, has more 
sedimentation. Phytoplankton can also be suspended in slow-moving water. 
Therefore, the water will not be as clear as it is near the source. The water is 
also warmer. Worms (phylum Annelida) and insects (phylum Arthropoda) 
can be found burrowing into the mud. The higher order predator vertebrates 
(phylum Chordata) include waterfowl, frogs, and fishes. These predators 
must find food in these slow moving, sometimes murky, waters and, unlike 
the trout in the waters at the source, these vertebrates may not be able to use 
vision as their primary sense to find food. Instead, they are more likely to 
use taste or chemical cues to find prey. 


Wetlands 


Wetlands are environments in which the soil is either permanently or 
periodically saturated with water. Wetlands are different from lakes because 
wetlands are shallow bodies of water whereas lakes vary in depth. 
Emergent vegetation consists of wetland plants that are rooted in the soil 
but have portions of leaves, stems, and flowers extending above the water’s 
surface. There are several types of wetlands including marshes, swamps, 
bogs, mudflats, and salt marshes ([link]). The three shared characteristics 
among these types—what makes them wetlands—are their hydrology, 
hydrophytic vegetation, and hydric soils. 


Located in southern Florida, 
Everglades National Park is vast 
array of wetland environments, 
including sawgrass marshes, 
cypress swamps, and estuarine 
mangrove forests. Here, a great 
egret walks among cypress 
trees. (credit: NPS) 


Freshwater marshes and swamps are characterized by slow and steady 
water flow. Bogs develop in depressions where water flow is low or 
nonexistent. Bogs usually occur in areas where there is a clay bottom with 
poor percolation. Percolation is the movement of water through the pores in 
the soil or rocks. The water found in a bog is stagnant and oxygen depleted 
because the oxygen that is used during the decomposition of organic matter 
is not replaced. As the oxygen in the water is depleted, decomposition 
slows. This leads to organic acids and other acids building up and lowering 
the pH of the water. At a lower pH, nitrogen becomes unavailable to plants. 
This creates a challenge for plants because nitrogen is an important limiting 
resource. Some types of bog plants (such as sundews, pitcher plants, and 
Venus flytraps) capture insects and extract the nitrogen from their bodies. 
Bogs have low net primary productivity because the water found in bogs 
has low levels of nitrogen and oxygen. 


Section Summary 


Aquatic ecosystems include both saltwater and freshwater biomes. The 
abiotic factors important for the structuring of aquatic ecosystems can be 
different than those seen in terrestrial systems. Sunlight is a driving force 
behind the structure of forests and also is an important factor in bodies of 
water, especially those that are very deep, because of the role of 
photosynthesis in sustaining certain organisms. Density and temperature 
shape the structure of aquatic systems. Oceans may be thought of as 
consisting of different zones based on water depth and distance from the 
shoreline and light penetrance. Different kinds of organisms are adapted to 
the conditions found in each zone. Coral reefs are unique marine 
ecosystems that are home to a wide variety of species. Estuaries are found 
where rivers meet the ocean; their shallow waters provide nourishment and 
shelter for young crustaceans, mollusks, fishes, and many other species. 
Freshwater biomes include lakes, ponds, rivers, streams, and wetlands. 
Bogs are an interesting type of wetland characterized by standing water, 
lower pH, and a lack of nitrogen. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


[link] In which of the following regions would you expect to find 
photosynthetic organisms? 


a. the aphotic zone, the neritic zone, the oceanic zone, and the 
benthic realm 

b. the photic zone, the intertidal zone, the neritic zone, and the 
oceanic zone 

c. the photic zone, the abyssal zone, the neritic zone, and the 
oceanic zone 

d. the pelagic realm, the aphotic zone, the neritic zone, and the 
oceanic zone 


Solution: 


[link] C. Photosynthetic organisms would be found in the photic, 
abyssal, neritic, and oceanic zones. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Where would you expect to find the most photosynthesis in an ocean 
biome? 


a. aphotic zone 
b. abyssal zone 
c. benthic realm 
d. intertidal zone 


Solution: 
D 
Exercise: 
Problem:A key feature of estuaries is: 


a. low light conditions and high productivity 
b. salt water and fresh water 

c. frequent algal blooms 

d. little or no vegetation 


Solution: 


B 


Free Response 


Exercise: 
Problem: 
Scientists have discovered the bodies of humans and other living 
things buried in bogs for hundreds of years, but not yet decomposed. 


Suggest a possible biological explanation for why such bodies are so 
well-preserved. 


Solution: 

Bogs are low in oxygen and high in organic acids. The low oxygen 

content and the low pH both slow the rate of decomposition. 
Exercise: 

Problem: 


Describe the conditions and challenges facing organisms living in the 
intertidal zone. 


Solution: 


Organisms living in the intertidal zone must tolerate periodic exposure 
to air and sunlight and must be able to be periodically dry. They also 
must be able to endure the pounding waves; for this reason, some 
shoreline organisms have hard exoskeletons that provide protection 
while also reducing the likelihood of drying out. 


Glossary 


abyssal zone 
deepest part of the ocean at depths of 4000 m or greater 


algal bloom 
rapid increase of algae in an aquatic system 


aphotic zone 
part of the ocean where no light penetrates 


benthic realm 
(also, benthic zone) part of the ocean that extends along the ocean 
bottom from the shoreline to the deepest parts of the ocean floor 


channel 
width of a river or stream from one bank to the other bank 


coral reef 
ocean ridges formed by marine invertebrates living in warm, shallow 
waters within the photic zone 


cryptofauna 
invertebrates found within the calcium carbonate substrate of coral 
reefs 


ecosystem services 
human benefits and services provided by natural ecosystems 


emergent vegetation 
wetland plants that are rooted in the soil but have portions of leaves, 
stems, and flowers extending above the water’s surface 


estuary 
biomes where a source of fresh water, such as a river, meets the ocean 


intertidal zone 
part of the ocean that is closest to land; parts extend above the water at 
low tide 


neritic zone 
part of the ocean that extends from low tide to the edge of the 
continental shelf 


oceanic zone 
part of the ocean that begins offshore where the water measures 200 m 
deep or deeper 


pelagic realm 


(also, pelagic zone) open ocean waters that are not close to the bottom 
or near the shore 


photic zone 
portion of the ocean that light can penetrate 


planktivore 
animal species that eats plankton 


predator 
animal species that hunt and are carnivores or “flesh eaters” 


Sargassum 
type of free-floating marine seaweed 


source water 
point of origin of a river or stream 


Climate and the Effects of Global Climate Change 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


¢ Define global climate change 

e Summarize the effects of the Industrial Revolution on global 
atmospheric carbon dioxide concentration 

e Describe three natural factors affecting long-term global climate 

e List two or more greenhouse gases and describe their role in the 
greenhouse effect 


All biomes are universally affected by global conditions, such as climate, 
that ultimately shape each biome’s environment. Scientists who study 
climate have noted a series of marked changes that have gradually become 
increasingly evident during the last sixty years. Global climate change is 
the term used to describe altered global weather patterns, including a 
worldwide increase in temperature, due largely to rising levels of 
atmospheric carbon dioxide. 


Climate and Weather 


A common misconception about global climate change is that a specific 
weather event occurring in a particular region (for example, a very cool 
week in June in central Indiana) is evidence of global climate change. 
However, a cold week in June is a weather-related event and not a climate- 
related one. These misconceptions often arise because of confusion over the 
terms climate and weather. 


Climate refers to the long-term, predictable atmospheric conditions of a 
specific area. The climate of a biome is characterized by having consistent 
temperature and annual rainfall ranges. Climate does not address the 
amount of rain that fell on one particular day in a biome or the colder-than- 
average temperatures that occurred on one day. In contrast, weather refers 
to the conditions of the atmosphere during a short period of time. Weather 
forecasts are usually made for 48-hour cycles. Long-range weather 
forecasts are available but can be unreliable. 


To better understand the difference between climate and weather, imagine 
that you are planning an outdoor event in northern Wisconsin. You would 
be thinking about climate when you plan the event in the summer rather 
than the winter because you have long-term knowledge that any given 
Saturday in the months of May to August would be a better choice for an 
outdoor event in Wisconsin than any given Saturday in January. However, 
you cannot determine the specific day that the event should be held on 
because it is difficult to accurately predict the weather on a specific day. 
Climate can be considered “average” weather. 


Global Climate Change 
Climate change can be understood by approaching three areas of study: 


e current and past global climate change 
e causes of past and present-day global climate change 
e ancient and current results of climate change 


It is helpful to keep these three different aspects of climate change clearly 
separated when consuming media reports about global climate change. It is 
common for reports and discussions about global climate change to confuse 
the data showing that Earth’s climate is changing with the factors that drive 
this climate change. 


Evidence for Global Climate Change 


Since scientists cannot go back in time to directly measure climatic 
variables, such as average temperature and precipitation, they must instead 
indirectly measure temperature. To do this, scientists rely on historical 
evidence of Earth’s past climate. 


Antarctic ice cores are a key example of such evidence. These ice cores are 
samples of polar ice obtained by means of drills that reach thousands of 
meters into ice sheets or high mountain glaciers. Viewing the ice cores is 
like traveling backwards through time; the deeper the sample, the earlier the 
time period. Trapped within the ice are bubbles of air and other biological 


evidence that can reveal temperature and carbon dioxide data. Antarctic ice 
cores have been collected and analyzed to indirectly estimate the 
temperature of the Earth over the past 400,000 years ([link]a). The 0 °C on 
this graph refers to the long-term average. Temperatures that are greater 
than 0 °C exceed Earth’s long-term average temperature. Conversely, 
temperatures that are less than 0 °C are less than Earth’s average 
temperature. This figure shows that there have been periodic cycles of 
increasing and decreasing temperature. 


Before the late 1800s, the Earth has been as much as 9 °C cooler and about 
3 °C warmer. Note that the graph in [link]b shows that the atmospheric 
concentration of carbon dioxide has also risen and fallen in periodic cycles; 
note the relationship between carbon dioxide concentration and 
temperature. [link ]b shows that carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere 
have historically cycled between 180 and 300 parts per million (ppm) by 
volume. 


Temperature change (°C) 
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Ice at the Russian Vostok station 
in East Antarctica was laid down 
over the course 420,000 years and 
reached a depth of over 3,000 m. 
By measuring the amount of CO» 
trapped in the ice, scientists have 
determined past atmospheric CO) 
concentrations. Temperatures 
relative to modern day were 
determined from the amount of 
deuterium (an isotope of 
hydrogen) present. 


[link]a does not show the last 2,000 years with enough detail to compare 
the changes of Earth’s temperature during the last 400,000 years with the 
temperature change that has occurred in the more recent past. Two 
significant temperature anomalies, or irregularities, have occurred in the last 
2000 years. These are the Medieval Climate Anomaly (or the Medieval 
Warm Period) and the Little Ice Age. A third temperature anomaly aligns 
with the Industrial Era. The Medieval Climate Anomaly occurred between 
900 and 1300 AD. During this time period, many climate scientists think 
that slightly warmer weather conditions prevailed in many parts of the 
world; the higher-than-average temperature changes varied between 0.10 °C 
and 0.20 °C above the norm. Although 0.10 °C does not seem large enough 
to produce any noticeable change, it did free seas of ice. Because of this 
warming, the Vikings were able to colonize Greenland. 


The Little Ice Age was a cold period that occurred between 1550 AD and 
1850 AD. During this time, a slight cooling of a little less than 1 °C was 
observed in North America, Europe, and possibly other areas of the Earth. 
This 1 °C change in global temperature is a seemingly small deviation in 
temperature (as was observed during the Medieval Climate Anomaly); 
however, it also resulted in noticeable changes. Historical accounts reveal a 
time of exceptionally harsh winters with much snow and frost. 


The Industrial Revolution, which began around 1750, was characterized by 
changes in much of human society. Advances in agriculture increased the 
food supply, which improved the standard of living for people in Europe 
and the United States. New technologies were invented and provided jobs 
and cheaper goods. These new technologies were powered using fossil 
fuels, especially coal. The Industrial Revolution starting in the early 
nineteenth century ushered in the beginning of the Industrial Era. When a 
fossil fuel is burned, carbon dioxide is released. With the beginning of the 
Industrial Era, atmospheric carbon dioxide began to rise ({link]). 
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The atmospheric concentration of 
CO, has risen steadily since the 
beginning of industrialization. 


Current and Past Drivers of Global Climate Change 


Since it is not possible to go back in time to directly observe and measure 
climate, scientists use indirect evidence to determine the drivers, or factors, 
that may be responsible for climate change. The indirect evidence includes 
data collected using ice cores, boreholes (a narrow shaft bored into the 
ground), tree rings, glacier lengths, pollen remains, and ocean sediments. 
The data shows a correlation between the timing of temperature changes 
and drivers of climate change: before the Industrial Era (pre-1780), there 
were three drivers of climate change that were not related to human activity 
or atmospheric gases. The first of these is the Milankovitch cycles. The 
Milankovitch cycles describe the effects of slight changes in the Earth’s 
orbit on Earth’s climate. The length of the Milankovitch cycles ranges 
between 19,000 and 100,000 years. In other words, one could expect to see 
some predictable changes in the Earth’s climate associated with changes in 
the Earth’s orbit at a minimum of every 19,000 years. 


The variation in the sun’s intensity is the second natural factor responsible 
for climate change. Solar intensity is the amount of solar power or energy 
the sun emits in a given amount of time. There is a direct relationship 
between solar intensity and temperature. As solar intensity increases (or 
decreases), the Earth’s temperature correspondingly increases (or 
decreases). Changes in solar intensity have been proposed as one of several 
possible explanations for the Little Ice Age. 


Finally, volcanic eruptions are a third natural driver of climate change. 
Volcanic eruptions can last a few days, but the solids and gases released 
during an eruption can influence the climate over a period of a few years, 
causing short-term climate changes. The gases and solids released by 
volcanic eruptions can include carbon dioxide, water vapor, sulfur dioxide, 
hydrogen sulfide, hydrogen, and carbon monoxide. Generally, volcanic 
eruptions cool the climate. This occurred in 1783 when volcanos in Iceland 
erupted and caused the release of large volumes of sulfuric oxide. This led 
to haze-effect cooling, a global phenomenon that occurs when dust, ash, or 
other suspended particles block out sunlight and trigger lower global 
temperatures as a result; haze-effect cooling usually extends for one or 
more years. In Europe and North America, haze-effect cooling produced 
some of the lowest average winter temperatures on record in 1783 and 
1784. 


Greenhouse gases are probably the most significant drivers of the climate. 
When heat energy from the sun strikes the Earth, gases known as 
greenhouse gases trap the heat in the atmosphere, as do the glass panes of a 
greenhouse keep heat from escaping. The greenhouse gases that affect Earth 
include carbon dioxide, methane, water vapor, nitrous oxide, and ozone. 
Approximately half of the radiation from the sun passes through these gases 
in the atmosphere and strikes the Earth. This radiation is converted into 
thermal radiation on the Earth’s surface, and then a portion of that energy is 
re-radiated back into the atmosphere. Greenhouse gases, however, reflect 
much of the thermal energy back to the Earth’s surface. The more 
greenhouse gases there are in the atmosphere, the more thermal energy is 
reflected back to the Earth’s surface. Greenhouse gases absorb and emit 
radiation and are an important factor in the greenhouse effect: the warming 


of Earth due to carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases in the 
atmosphere. 


Evidence supports the relationship between atmospheric concentrations of 
carbon dioxide and temperature: as carbon dioxide rises, global temperature 
rises. Since 1950, the concentration of atmospheric carbon dioxide has 
increased from about 280 ppm to 382 ppm in 2006. In 2011, the 
atmospheric carbon dioxide concentration was 392 ppm. However, the 
planet would not be inhabitable by current life forms if water vapor did not 
produce its drastic greenhouse warming effect. 


Scientists look at patterns in data and try to explain differences or 
deviations from these patterns. The atmospheric carbon dioxide data reveal 
a historical pattern of carbon dioxide increasing and decreasing, cycling 
between a low of 180 ppm and a high of 300 ppm. Scientists have 
concluded that it took around 50,000 years for the atmospheric carbon 
dioxide level to increase from its low minimum concentration to its higher 
maximum concentration. However, starting recently, atmospheric carbon 
dioxide concentrations have increased beyond the historical maximum of 
300 ppm. The current increases in atmospheric carbon dioxide have 
happened very quickly—in a matter of hundreds of years rather than 
thousands of years. What is the reason for this difference in the rate of 
change and the amount of increase in carbon dioxide? A key factor that 
must be recognized when comparing the historical data and the current data 
is the presence of modern human society; no other driver of climate change 
has yielded changes in atmospheric carbon dioxide levels at this rate or to 
this magnitude. 


Human activity releases carbon dioxide and methane, two of the most 
important greenhouse gases, into the atmosphere in several ways. The 
primary mechanism that releases carbon dioxide is the burning of fossil 
fuels, such as gasoline, coal, and natural gas ({link]). Deforestation, cement 
manufacture, animal agriculture, the clearing of land, and the burning of 
forests are other human activities that release carbon dioxide. Methane 
(CH,) is produced when bacteria break down organic matter under 
anaerobic conditions. Anaerobic conditions can happen when organic 
matter is trapped underwater (such as in rice paddies) or in the intestines of 


herbivores. Methane can also be released from natural gas fields and the 
decomposition that occurs in landfills. Another source of methane is the 
melting of clathrates. Clathrates are frozen chunks of ice and methane 
found at the bottom of the ocean. When water warms, these chunks of ice 
melt and methane is released. As the ocean’s water temperature increases, 
the rate at which clathrates melt is increasing, releasing even more methane. 
This leads to increased levels of methane in the atmosphere, which further 
accelerates the rate of global warming. This is an example of the positive 
feedback loop that is leading to the rapid rate of increase of global 
temperatures. 


The burning of fossil 
fuels in industry and by 
vehicles releases carbon 

dioxide and other 
greenhouse gases into the 
atmosphere. (credit: 
“P6ll6”/Wikimedia 


Commons) 


Documented Results of Climate Change: Past and Present 


Scientists have geological evidence of the consequences of long-ago 
climate change. Modern-day phenomena such as retreating glaciers and 
melting polar ice cause a continual rise in sea level. Meanwhile, changes in 
climate can negatively affect organisms. 


Geological Climate Change 


Global warming has been associated with at least one planet-wide 
extinction event during the geological past. The Permian extinction event 
occurred about 251 million years ago toward the end of the roughly 50- 
million-year-long geological time span known as the Permian period. This 
geologic time period was one of the three warmest periods in Earth’s 
geologic history. Scientists estimate that approximately 70 percent of the 
terrestrial plant and animal species and 84 percent of marine species 
became extinct, vanishing forever near the end of the Permian period. 
Organisms that had adapted to wet and warm climatic conditions, such as 
annual rainfall of 300-400 cm (118-157 in) and 20 °C—30 °C (68 °F-86 °F) 
in the tropical wet forest, may not have been able to survive the Permian 
climate change. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 


mie 


wees OPenstax COLLEGE” 


See 


Watch this NASA video to discover the mixed effects of global warming 
on plant growth. While scientists found that warmer temperatures in the 

1980s and 1990s caused an increase in plant productivity, this advantage 
has since been counteracted by more frequent droughts. 


Present Climate Change 


A number of global events have occurred that may be attributed to climate 
change during our lifetimes. Glacier National Park in Montana is 
undergoing the retreat of many of its glaciers, a phenomenon known as 
glacier recession. In 1850, the area contained approximately 150 glaciers. 
By 2010, however, the park contained only about 24 glaciers greater than 
25 acres in size. One of these glaciers is the Grinnell Glacier ([link]) at 
Mount Gould. Between 1966 and 2005, the size of Grinnell Glacier shrank 
by 40 percent. Similarly, the mass of the ice sheets in Greenland and the 
Antarctic is decreasing: Greenland lost 150-250 km? of ice per year 
between 2002 and 2006. In addition, the size and thickness of the Arctic sea 
ice is decreasing. 


The effect of global warming can be seen in the continuing 
retreat of Grinnel Glacier. The mean annual temperature in the 
park has increased 1.33 °C since 1900. The loss of a glacier 
results in the loss of summer meltwaters, sharply reducing 


seasonal water supplies and severely affecting local 
ecosystems. (credit: modification of work by USGS) 


This loss of ice is leading to increases in the global sea level. On average, 
the sea is rising at a rate of 1.8 mm per year. However, between 1993 and 
2010 the rate of sea level increase ranged between 2.9 and 3.4 mm per year. 
A variety of factors affect the volume of water in the ocean, including the 
temperature of the water (the density of water is related to its temperature) 
and the amount of water found in rivers, lakes, glaciers, polar ice caps, and 
sea ice. As glaciers and polar ice caps melt, there is a significant 
contribution of liquid water that was previously frozen. 


In addition to some abiotic conditions changing in response to climate 
change, many organisms are also being affected by the changes in 
temperature. Temperature and precipitation play key roles in determining 
the geographic distribution and phenology of plants and animals. 
(Phenology is the study of the effects of climatic conditions on the timing of 
periodic lifecycle events, such as flowering in plants or migration in birds.) 
Researchers have shown that 385 plant species in Great Britain are 
flowering 4.5 days sooner than was recorded earlier during the previous 40 
years. In addition, insect-pollinated species were more likely to flower 
earlier than wind-pollinated species. The impact of changes in flowering 
date would be mitigated if the insect pollinators emerged earlier. This 
mismatched timing of plants and pollinators could result in injurious 
ecosystem effects because, for continued survival, insect-pollinated plants 
must flower when their pollinators are present. 


Section Summary 


The Earth has gone through periodic cycles of increases and decreases in 
temperature. During the past 2000 years, the Medieval Climate Anomaly 
was a warmer period, while the Little Ice Age was unusually cool. Both of 
these irregularities can be explained by natural causes of changes in 
climate, and, although the temperature changes were small, they had 
significant effects. Natural drivers of climate change include Milankovitch 


cycles, changes in solar activity, and volcanic eruptions. None of these 
factors, however, leads to rapid increases in global temperature or sustained 
increases in carbon dioxide. The burning of fossil fuels is an important 
source of greenhouse gases, which plays a major role in the greenhouse 
effect. Long ago, global warming resulted in the Permian extinction: a 
large-scale extinction event that is documented in the fossil record. 
Currently, modern-day climate change is associated with the increased 
melting of glaciers and polar ice sheets, resulting in a gradual increase in 
sea level. Plants and animals can also be affected by global climate change 
when the timing of seasonal events, such as flowering or pollination, is 
affected by global warming. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: Which of the following is an example of a weather event? 


a. The hurricane season lasts from June 1 through November 30. 

b. The amount of atmospheric CO> has steadily increased during the 
last century. 

c. A windstorm blew down trees in the Boundary Waters Canoe 
Area in Minnesota on July 4, 1999. 

d. Deserts are generally dry ecosystems having very little rainfall. 


Solution: 


C 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which of the following natural forces is responsible for the release of 
carbon dioxide and other atmospheric gases? 


a. the Milankovitch cycles 


b. volcanoes 
c. solar intensity 
d. burning of fossil fuels 


Solution: 


B 


Free Response 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


Compare and contrast how natural- and human-induced processes have 
influenced global climate change. 


Solution: 


Natural processes such as the Milankovitch cycles, variation in solar 
intensity, and volcanic eruptions can cause periodic, intermittent 
changes in global climate. Human activity, in the form of emissions 
from the burning of fossil fuels, has caused a progressive rise in the 
levels of atmospheric carbon dioxide. 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


Predict possible consequences if carbon emissions from fossil fuels 
continue to rise. 


Solution: 


If carbon emissions continue to rise, the global temperature will 
continue to rise; thus, ocean waters will cause the rising of sea levels at 
the coastlines. Continued melting of glaciers and reduced spring and 
summer meltwaters may cause summertime water shortages. Changes 


in seasonal temperatures may alter lifecycles and interrupt breeding 
patterns in many species of plants and animals. 


Glossary 


clathrates 
frozen chunks of ice and methane found at the bottom of the ocean 


climate 
long-term, predictable atmospheric conditions present in a specific 
area 


global climate change 
altered global weather patterns, including a worldwide increase in 
temperature, due largely to rising levels of atmospheric carbon dioxide 


greenhouse effect 
warming of Earth due to carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases in 
the atmosphere 


greenhouse gases 
atmospheric gases such as carbon dioxide and methane that absorb and 
emit radiation, thus trapping heat in Earth’s atmosphere 


haze-effect cooling 
effect of the gases and solids from a volcanic eruption on global 
climate 


Milankovitch cycles 
cyclic changes in the Earth's orbit that may affect climate 


solar intensity 
amount of solar power energy the sun emits in a given amount of time 


weather 
conditions of the atmosphere during a short period of time 


Introduction 
class="introduction" 


Asian carp 
jump out of 
the water in 
response to 
electrofishing 
. The Asian 
carp in the 
inset 
photograph 
were 
harvested 
from the 
Little 
Calumet 
River in 
Illinois in 
May, 2010, 
using 
rotenone, a 
toxin often 
used as an 
insecticide, in 
an effort to 
learn more 
about the 
population of 
the species. 
(credit main 
image: 
modification 
of work by 
USGS; credit 
inset: 
modification 


of work by 

Lt. David 
French, 
USCG) 


Imagine sailing down a river in a small motorboat on a weekend afternoon; 
the water is smooth and you are enjoying the warm sunshine and cool 
breeze when suddenly you are hit in the head by a 20-pound silver carp. 
This is a risk now on many rivers and canal systems in Illinois and Missouri 
because of the presence of Asian carp. 


This fish—actually a group of species including the silver, black, grass, and 
big head carp—has been farmed and eaten in China for over 1000 years. It 
is one of the most important aquaculture food resources worldwide. In the 
United States, however, Asian carp is considered a dangerous invasive 
species that disrupts community structure and composition to the point of 
threatening native species. 


Population Demography 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Describe how ecologists measure population size and density 

e Describe three different patterns of population distribution 

e Use life tables to calculate mortality rates 

e Describe the three types of survivorship curves and relate them to 
specific populations 


Populations are dynamic entities. Populations consist all of the species 
living within a specific area, and populations fluctuate based on a number of 
factors: seasonal and yearly changes in the environment, natural disasters 
such as forest fires and volcanic eruptions, and competition for resources 
between and within species. The statistical study of population dynamics, 
demography, uses a series of mathematical tools to investigate how 
populations respond to changes in their biotic and abiotic environments. 
Many of these tools were originally designed to study human populations. 
For example, life tables, which detail the life expectancy of individuals 
within a population, were initially developed by life insurance companies to 
set insurance rates. In fact, while the term “demographics” is commonly 
used when discussing humans, all living populations can be studied using 
this approach. 


Population Size and Density 


The study of any population usually begins by determining how many 
individuals of a particular species exist, and how closely associated they are 
with each other. Within a particular habitat, a population can be 
characterized by its population size (N), the total number of individuals, 
and its population density, the number of individuals within a specific area 
or volume. Population size and density are the two main characteristics used 
to describe and understand populations. For example, populations with more 
individuals may be more stable than smaller populations based on their 
genetic variability, and thus their potential to adapt to the environment. 
Alternatively, a member of a population with low population density (more 
spread out in the habitat), might have more difficulty finding a mate to 


reproduce compared to a population of higher density. As is shown in [link], 
smaller organisms tend to be more densely distributed than larger organisms. 


Note: 
Art Connection 


Relationship between Population and Body Mass in Australian Mammals 
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Australian mammals show a typical inverse 
relationship between population density and 
body size. 


As this graph shows, population density typically decreases with increasing 
body size. Why do you think this is the case? 


Population Research Methods 


The most accurate way to determine population size is to simply count all of 
the individuals within the habitat. However, this method is often not 
logistically or economically feasible, especially when studying large 
habitats. Thus, scientists usually study populations by sampling a 
representative portion of each habitat and using this data to make inferences 


about the habitat as a whole. A variety of methods can be used to sample 
populations to determine their size and density. For immobile organisms 
such as plants, or for very small and slow-moving organisms, a quadrat 
may be used ([link]). A quadrat is a way of marking off square areas within 
a habitat, either by staking out an area with sticks and string, or by the use of 
a wood, plastic, or metal square placed on the ground. After setting the 
quadrats, researchers then count the number of individuals that lie within 
their boundaries. Multiple quadrat samples are performed throughout the 
habitat at several random locations. All of this data can then be used to 
estimate the population size and population density within the entire habitat. 
The number and size of quadrat samples depends on the type of organisms 
under study and other factors, including the density of the organism. For 
example, if sampling daffodils, a 1 m* quadrat might be used whereas with 
giant redwoods, which are larger and live much further apart from each 
other, a larger quadrat of 100 m? might be employed. This ensures that 
enough individuals of the species are counted to get an accurate sample that 
correlates with the habitat, including areas not sampled. 


A scientist uses a quadrat to 

measure population size and 

density. (credit: NPS Sonoran 
Desert Network) 


For mobile organisms, such as mammals, birds, or fish, a technique called 
mark and recapture is often used. This method involves marking a sample 
of captured animals in some way (such as tags, bands, paint, or other body 
markings), and then releasing them back into the environment to allow them 
to mix with the rest of the population; later, a new sample is collected, 
including some individuals that are marked (recaptures) and some 
individuals that are unmarked ({link]). 


Mark and recapture is used to measure the population 
size of mobile animals such as (a) bighorn sheep, (b) the 
California condor, and (c) salmon. (credit a: 
modification of work by Neal Herbert, NPS; credit b: 
modification of work by Pacific Southwest Region 
USFWS; credit c: modification of work by Ingrid 
Taylar) 


Using the ratio of marked and unmarked individuals, scientists determine 
how many individuals are in the sample. From this, calculations are used to 
estimate the total population size. This method assumes that the larger the 
population, the lower the percentage of tagged organisms that will be 
recaptured since they will have mixed with more untagged individuals. For 
example, if 80 deer are captured, tagged, and released into the forest, and 
later 100 deer are captured and 20 of them are already marked, we can 
determine the population size (N) using the following equation: 

Equation: 


(number marked first catch x total number of second catch) _ N 
number marked second catch 7 


Using our example, the population size would be estimated at 400. 
Equation: 


(80 x 100) 
20 


= 400 


Therefore, there are an estimated 400 total individuals in the original 
population. 


There are some limitations to the mark and recapture method. Some animals 
from the first catch may learn to avoid capture in the second round, thus 
inflating population estimates. Alternatively, animals may preferentially be 
retrapped (especially if a food reward is offered), resulting in an 
underestimate of population size. Also, some species may be harmed by the 
marking technique, reducing their survival. A variety of other techniques 
have been developed, including the electronic tracking of animals tagged 
with radio transmitters and the use of data from commercial fishing and 
trapping operations to estimate the size and health of populations and 
communities. 


Species Distribution 


In addition to measuring simple density, further information about a 
population can be obtained by looking at the distribution of the individuals. 
Species dispersion patterns (or distribution patterns) show the spatial 
relationship between members of a population within a habitat at a particular 
point in time. In other words, they show whether members of the species 
live close together or far apart, and what patterns are evident when they are 
spaced apart. 


Individuals in a population can be more or less equally spaced apart, 
dispersed randomly with no predictable pattern, or clustered in groups. 
These are known as uniform, random, and clumped dispersion patterns, 


respectively ({link]). Uniform dispersion is observed in plants that secrete 
substances inhibiting the growth of nearby individuals (such as the release 
of toxic chemicals by the sage plant Salvia leucophylla, a phenomenon 
called allelopathy) and in animals like the penguin that maintain a defined 
territory. An example of random dispersion occurs with dandelion and other 
plants that have wind-dispersed seeds that germinate wherever they happen 
to fall in a favorable environment. A clumped dispersion may be seen in 
plants that drop their seeds straight to the ground, such as oak trees, or 
animals that live in groups (schools of fish or herds of elephants). Clumped 
dispersions may also be a function of habitat heterogeneity. Thus, the 
dispersion of the individuals within a population provides more information 
about how they interact with each other than does a simple density 
measurement. Just as lower density species might have more difficulty 
finding a mate, solitary species with a random distribution might have a 
similar difficulty when compared to social species clumped together in 
groups. 


Uniform Random Clumped 


Species may have uniform, random, or clumped distribution. 
Territorial birds such as penguins tend to have uniform 
distribution. Plants such as dandelions with wind-dispersed 
seeds tend to be randomly distributed. Animals such as 
elephants that travel in groups exhibit clumped distribution. 
(credit a: modification of work by Ben Tubby; credit b: 
modification of work by Rosendahl; credit c: modification of 
work by Rebecca Wood) 


Demography 


While population size and density describe a population at one particular 
point in time, scientists must use demography to study the dynamics of a 
population. Demography is the statistical study of population changes over 
time: birth rates, death rates, and life expectancies. Each of these measures, 
especially birth rates, may be affected by the population characteristics 
described above. For example, a large population size results in a higher 
birth rate because more potentially reproductive individuals are present. In 
contrast, a large population size can also result in a higher death rate because 
of competition, disease, and the accumulation of waste. Similarly, a higher 
population density or a clumped dispersion pattern results in more potential 
reproductive encounters between individuals, which can increase birth rate. 
Lastly, a female-biased sex ratio (the ratio of males to females) or age 
structure (the proportion of population members at specific age ranges) 
composed of many individuals of reproductive age can increase birth rates. 


In addition, the demographic characteristics of a population can influence 
how the population grows or declines over time. If birth and death rates are 
equal, the population remains stable. However, the population size will 
increase if birth rates exceed death rates; the population will decrease if birth 
rates are less than death rates. Life expectancy is another important factor; 
the length of time individuals remain in the population impacts local 
resources, reproduction, and the overall health of the population. These 
demographic characteristics are often displayed in the form of a life table. 


Life Tables 


Life tables provide important information about the life history of an 
organism. Life tables divide the population into age groups and often sexes, 
and show how long a member of that group is likely to live. They are 
modeled after actuarial tables used by the insurance industry for estimating 
human life expectancy. Life tables may include the probability of 
individuals dying before their next birthday (i.e., their mortality rate), the 


percentage of surviving individuals dying at a particular age interval, and 
their life expectancy at each interval. An example of a life table is shown in 
[link] from a study of Dall mountain sheep, a species native to northwestern 
North America. Notice that the population is divided into age intervals 
(column A). The mortality rate (per 1000), shown in column D, is based on 
the number of individuals dying during the age interval (column B) divided 
by the number of individuals surviving at the beginning of the interval 
(Column C), multiplied by 1000. 

Equation: 


number of individuals dying 


mortality rate = x 1000 


number of individuals surviving 


For example, between ages three and four, 12 individuals die out of the 776 
that were remaining from the original 1000 sheep. This number is then 
multiplied by 1000 to get the mortality rate per thousand. 

Equation: 


12 
li — a ae | ~ 15. 
mortality rate 776 x 1000 5.5 


As can be seen from the mortality rate data (column D), a high death rate 
occurred when the sheep were between 6 and 12 months old, and then 
increased even more from 8 to 12 years old, after which there were few 
survivors. The data indicate that if a sheep in this population were to survive 
to age one, it could be expected to live another 7.7 years on average, as 
shown by the life expectancy numbers in column E. 


Life Table of Dall Mountain Sheep! 


footnote] 


Data Adapted from Edward S. Deevey, Jr., “Life Tables for Natural 
Populations of Animals,” The Quarterly Review of Biology 22, no. 4 
(December 1947): 283-314. 


Age 
interval 
(years) 


0-0.5 
0.5-1 
1-2 
2-3 


3-4 


9-10 


Number 
dying in 
age 
interval 
out of 
1000 
born 

54 

145 

12 

13 

12 

30 

46 

48 

69 

132 


187 


Number 
surviving 
at 
beginning 
of age 
interval 
out of 
1000 
born 
1000 

946 

801 

789 

776 

764 

734 

688 

640 

571 


439 


Mortality 
rate per 
1000 alive 
at 
beginning 
of age 
interval 
54.0 

153.3 

15.0 

16.5 

15.5 

39.3 

62.7 

69.8 

107.8 
231.2 


426.0 


Life 
expectancy 
or mean 
lifetime 
remaining 
to those 
attaining 
age 
interval 


7.06 


1.9 


1.3 


10-11 156 202 619.0 0.9 


11-12 90 96 937.5 0.6 
12-13 3 6 500.0 1.2 
13-14 3 3 1000 0.7 


This life table of Ovis dalli shows the number of deaths, number of survivors, 
mortality rate, and life expectancy at each age interval for the Dall mountain 
sheep. 


Survivorship Curves 


Another tool used by population ecologists is a survivorship curve, which 
is a graph of the number of individuals surviving at each age interval plotted 
versus time (usually with data compiled from a life table). These curves 
allow us to compare the life histories of different populations ((link]). 
Humans and most primates exhibit a Type I survivorship curve because a 
high percentage of offspring survive their early and middle years—death 
occurs predominantly in older individuals. These types of species usually 
have small numbers of offspring at one time, and they give a high amount of 
parental care to them to ensure their survival. Birds are an example of an 
intermediate or Type II survivorship curve because birds die more or less 
equally at each age interval. These organisms also may have relatively few 
offspring and provide significant parental care. Trees, marine invertebrates, 
and most fishes exhibit a Type III survivorship curve because very few of 
these organisms survive their younger years; however, those that make it to 
an old age are more likely to survive for a relatively long period of time. 
Organisms in this category usually have a very large number of offspring, 
but once they are born, little parental care is provided. Thus these offspring 
are “on their own” and vulnerable to predation, but their sheer numbers 
assure the survival of enough individuals to perpetuate the species. 


Survivorship Curve 
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Survivorship curves show the 
distribution of individuals in 
a population according to 
age. Humans and most 
mammals have a Type I 
survivorship curve because 
death primarily occurs in the 
older years. Birds have a 
Type II survivorship curve, as 
death at any age is equally 
probable. Trees have a Type 
II survivorship curve 
because very few survive the 
younger years, but after a 
certain age, individuals are 
much more likely to survive. 


Section Summary 


Populations are individuals of a species that live in a particular habitat. 
Ecologists measure characteristics of populations: size, density, dispersion 
pattern, age structure, and sex ratio. Life tables are useful to calculate life 


expectancies of individual population members. Survivorship curves show 
the number of individuals surviving at each age interval plotted versus time. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


[link] As this graph shows, population density typically decreases with 
increasing body size. Why do you think this is the case? 


Solution: 


[link] Smaller animals require less food and other resources, so the 
environment can support more of them. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which of the following methods will tell an ecologist about both the 
size and density of a population? 


a. mark and recapture 
b. mark and release 

c. quadrat 

d. life table 


Solution: 


C 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which of the following is best at showing the life expectancy of an 
individual within a population? 


a. quadrat 

b. mark and recapture 
c. survivorship curve 
d. life table 


Solution: 


D 


Exercise: 


Problem: Humans have which type of survivorship curve? 


a. Type I 
b. Type II 
c. Type II 
d. Type IV 


Solution: 


A 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Describe how a researcher would determine the size of a penguin 
population in Antarctica using the mark and release method. 


Solution: 


The researcher would mark a certain number of penguins with a tag, 
release them back into the population, and, at a later time, recapture 
penguins to see what percentage of the recaptured penguins was 
tagged. This percentage would allow an estimation of the size of the 
penguin population. 


Glossary 


demography 
Statistical study of changes in populations over time 


life table 
table showing the life expectancy of a population member based on its 
age 


mark and recapture 
technique used to determine population size in mobile organisms 


mortality rate 
proportion of population surviving to the beginning of an age interval 
that die during the age interval 


population density 
number of population members divided by the area or volume being 
measured 


population size (N) 
number of population members in a habitat at the same time 


quadrat 
square made of various materials used to determine population size and 


density in slow moving or stationary organisms 


species dispersion pattern 


(also, species distribution pattern) spatial location of individuals of a 
given species within a habitat at a particular point in time 


survivorship curve 
graph of the number of surviving population members versus the 
relative age of the member 


Life Histories and Natural Selection 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Describe how life history patterns are influenced by natural selection 
e Explain different life history patterns and how different reproductive 
strategies affect species’ survival 


A species’ life history describes the series of events over its lifetime, such 
as how resources are allocated for growth, maintenance, and reproduction. 
Life history traits affect the life table of an organism. A species’ life history 
is genetically determined and shaped by the environment and natural 
selection. 


Life History Patterns and Energy Budgets 


Energy is required by all living organisms for their growth, maintenance, 
and reproduction; at the same time, energy is often a major limiting factor 
in determining an organism’s survival. Plants, for example, acquire energy 
from the sun via photosynthesis, but must expend this energy to grow, 
maintain health, and produce energy-rich seeds to produce the next 
generation. Animals have the additional burden of using some of their 
energy reserves to acquire food. Furthermore, some animals must expend 
energy caring for their offspring. Thus, all species have an energy budget: 
they must balance energy intake with their use of energy for metabolism, 
reproduction, parental care, and energy storage (such as bears building up 
body fat for winter hibernation). 


Parental Care and Fecundity 


Fecundity is the potential reproductive capacity of an individual within a 
population. In other words, fecundity describes how many offspring could 
ideally be produced if an individual has as many offspring as possible, 
repeating the reproductive cycle as soon as possible after the birth of the 
offspring. In animals, fecundity is inversely related to the amount of 
parental care given to an individual offspring. Species, such as many marine 
invertebrates, that produce many offspring usually provide little if any care 


for the offspring (they would not have the energy or the ability to do so 
anyway). Most of their energy budget is used to produce many tiny 
offspring. Animals with this strategy are often self-sufficient at a very early 
age. This is because of the energy tradeoff these organisms have made to 
maximize their evolutionary fitness. Because their energy is used for 
producing offspring instead of parental care, it makes sense that these 
offspring have some ability to be able to move within their environment and 
find food and perhaps shelter. Even with these abilities, their small size 
makes them extremely vulnerable to predation, so the production of many 
offspring allows enough of them to survive to maintain the species. 


Animal species that have few offspring during a reproductive event usually 
give extensive parental care, devoting much of their energy budget to these 
activities, sometimes at the expense of their own health. This is the case 
with many mammals, such as humans, kangaroos, and pandas. The 
offspring of these species are relatively helpless at birth and need to develop 
before they achieve self-sufficiency. 


Plants with low fecundity produce few energy-rich seeds (such as coconuts 
and chestnuts) with each having a good chance to germinate into a new 
organism; plants with high fecundity usually have many small, energy-poor 
seeds (like orchids) that have a relatively poor chance of surviving. 
Although it may seem that coconuts and chestnuts have a better chance of 
surviving, the energy tradeoff of the orchid is also very effective. It is a 
matter of where the energy is used, for large numbers of seeds or for fewer 
seeds with more energy. 


Early versus Late Reproduction 


The timing of reproduction in a life history also affects species survival. 
Organisms that reproduce at an early age have a greater chance of 
producing offspring, but this is usually at the expense of their growth and 
the maintenance of their health. Conversely, organisms that start 
reproducing later in life often have greater fecundity or are better able to 
provide parental care, but they risk that they will not survive to reproductive 
age. Examples of this can be seen in fishes. Small fish like guppies use their 


energy to reproduce rapidly, but never attain the size that would give them 
defense against some predators. Larger fish, like the bluegill or shark, use 
their energy to attain a large size, but do so with the risk that they will die 
before they can reproduce or at least reproduce to their maximum. These 
different energy strategies and tradeoffs are key to understanding the 
evolution of each species as it maximizes its fitness and fills its niche. In 
terms of energy budgeting, some species “blow it all” and use up most of 
their energy reserves to reproduce early before they die. Other species delay 
having reproduction to become stronger, more experienced individuals and 
to make sure that they are strong enough to provide parental care if 
necessary. 


Single versus Multiple Reproductive Events 


Some life history traits, such as fecundity, timing of reproduction, and 
parental care, can be grouped together into general strategies that are used 
by multiple species. Semelparity occurs when a species reproduces only 
once during its lifetime and then dies. Such species use most of their 
resource budget during a single reproductive event, sacrificing their health 
to the point that they do not survive. Examples of semelparity are bamboo, 
which flowers once and then dies, and the Chinook salmon ({link]a), which 
uses most of its energy reserves to migrate from the ocean to its freshwater 
nesting area, where it reproduces and then dies. Scientists have posited 
alternate explanations for the evolutionary advantage of the Chinook’s post- 
reproduction death: a programmed suicide caused by a massive release of 
corticosteroid hormones, presumably so the parents can become food for 
the offspring, or simple exhaustion caused by the energy demands of 
reproduction; these are still being debated. 


Iteroparity describes species that reproduce repeatedly during their lives. 
Some animals are able to mate only once per year, but survive multiple 
mating seasons. The pronghorn antelope is an example of an animal that 
goes into a seasonal estrus cycle (“heat”): a hormonally induced 
physiological condition preparing the body for successful mating ([link |b). 
Females of these species mate only during the estrus phase of the cycle. A 
different pattern is observed in primates, including humans and 


chimpanzees, which may attempt reproduction at any time during their 
reproductive years, even though their menstrual cycles make pregnancy 
likely only a few days per month during ovulation ({link]c). 


The (a) Chinook salmon mates once and dies. The (b) 
pronghorn antelope mates during specific times of the 
year during its reproductive life. Primates, such as 
humans and (c) chimpanzees, may mate on any day, 
independent of ovulation. (credit a: modification of 
work by Roger Tabor, USFWS; credit b: modification 
of work by Mark Gocke, USDA; credit c: modification 
of work by “Shiny Things”/Flickr) 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Play this interactive PBS evolution-based mating game to learn more about 
reproductive strategies. 


Note: 

Evolution Connection 

Energy Budgets, Reproductive Costs, and Sexual Selection in 
Drosophila 

Research into how animals allocate their energy resources for growth, 
maintenance, and reproduction has used a variety of experimental animal 
models. Some of this work has been done using the common fruit fly, 
Drosophila melanogaster. Studies have shown that not only does 
reproduction have a cost as far as how long male fruit flies live, but also 
fruit flies that have already mated several times have limited sperm 
remaining for reproduction. Fruit flies maximize their last chances at 
reproduction by selecting optimal mates. 

In a 1981 study, male fruit flies were placed in enclosures with either 
virgin or inseminated females. The males that mated with virgin females 
had shorter life spans than those in contact with the same number of 
inseminated females with which they were unable to mate. This effect 
occurred regardless of how large (indicative of their age) the males were. 
Thus, males that did not mate lived longer, allowing them more 
opportunities to find mates in the future. 

More recent studies, performed in 2006, show how males select the female 
with which they will mate and how this is affected by previous matings 
({link]).!f20motel \Wfales were allowed to select between smaller and larger 
females. Findings showed that larger females had greater fecundity, 
producing twice as many offspring per mating as the smaller females did. 
Males that had previously mated, and thus had lower supplies of sperm, 
were termed “resource-depleted,” while males that had not mated were 
termed “non-resource-depleted.” The study showed that although non- 
resource-depleted males preferentially mated with larger females, this 
selection of partners was more pronounced in the resource-depleted males. 
Thus, males with depleted sperm supplies, which were limited in the 
number of times that they could mate before they replenished their sperm 
supply, selected larger, more fecund females, thus maximizing their 
chances for offspring. This study was one of the first to show that the 
physiological state of the male affected its mating behavior in a way that 
clearly maximizes its use of limited reproductive resources. 

Adapted from Phillip G. Byrne and William R. Rice, “Evidence for 
adaptive male mate choice in the fruit fly Drosophila melanogaster,” Proc 


Biol Sci. 273, no. 1589 (2006): 917-922, doi: 10.1098/rspb.2005.3372. 
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Male fruit flies that had previously mated 
(sperm-depleted) picked larger, more 
fecund females more often than those that 
had not mated (non-sperm-depleted). This 
change in behavior causes an increase in 
the efficiency of a limited reproductive 
resource: sperm. 


These studies demonstrate two ways in which the energy budget is a factor 
in reproduction. First, energy expended on mating may reduce an animal’s 
lifespan, but by this time they have already reproduced, so in the context of 
natural selection this early death is not of much evolutionary importance. 
Second, when resources such as sperm (and the energy needed to replenish 
it) are low, an organism’s behavior can change to give them the best chance 
of passing their genes on to the next generation. These changes in behavior, 
so important to evolution, are studied in a discipline known as behavioral 
biology, or ethology, at the interface between population biology and 


psychology. 


Section Summary 


All species have evolved a pattern of living, called a life history strategy, in 
which they partition energy for growth, maintenance, and reproduction. 
These patterns evolve through natural selection; they allow species to adapt 
to their environment to obtain the resources they need to successfully 
reproduce. There is an inverse relationship between fecundity and parental 
care. A species may reproduce early in life to ensure surviving to a 
reproductive age or reproduce later in life to become larger and healthier 


and better able to give parental care. A species may reproduce once 
(semelparity) or many times (iteroparity) in its life. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: 
Which of the following is associated with long-term parental care? 


a. few offspring 
b. many offspring 
c. semelparity 

d. fecundity 


Solution: 


A 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which of the following is associated with multiple reproductive 
episodes during a species’ lifetime? 


a. semiparity 
b. iteroparity 
c. semelparity 
d. fecundity 


Solution: 


B 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which of the following is associated with the reproductive potential of 
a species? 

a. few offspring 

b. many offspring 


c. semelparity 
d. fecundity 


Solution: 


D 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Why is long-term parental care not associated with having many 
offspring during a reproductive episode? 


Solution: 

Parental care is not feasible for organisms having many offspring 
because they do not have the energy available to take care of offspring. 
Most of their energy budget is used in the formation of seeds or 
offspring, so there is little left for parental care. Also, the sheer number 
of offspring would make individual parental care impossible. 


Glossary 


energy budget 


allocation of energy resources for body maintenance, reproduction, and 
parental care 


fecundity 
potential reproductive capacity of an individual 


iteroparity 
life history strategy characterized by multiple reproductive events 
during the lifetime of a species 


life history 
inherited pattern of resource allocation under the influence of natural 
selection and other evolutionary forces 


semelparity 
life history strategy characterized by a single reproductive event 
followed by death 


Environmental Limits to Population Growth 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Explain the characteristics of and differences between exponential and 
logistic growth patterns 

¢ Give examples of exponential and logistic growth in natural 
populations 

e Describe how natural selection and environmental adaptation led to the 
evolution of particular life history patterns 


Although life histories describe the way many characteristics of a 
population (such as their age structure) change over time in a general way, 
population ecologists make use of a variety of methods to model population 
dynamics mathematically. These more precise models can then be used to 
accurately describe changes occurring in a population and better predict 
future changes. Certain models that have been accepted for decades are now 
being modified or even abandoned due to their lack of predictive ability, 
and scholars strive to create effective new models. 


Exponential Growth 


Charles Darwin, in his theory of natural selection, was greatly influenced by 
the English clergyman Thomas Malthus. Malthus published a book in 1798 
stating that populations with unlimited natural resources grow very rapidly, 
and then population growth decreases as resources become depleted. This 
accelerating pattern of increasing population size is called exponential 
growth. 


The best example of exponential growth is seen in bacteria. Bacteria are 
prokaryotes that reproduce by prokaryotic fission. This division takes about 
an hour for many bacterial species. If 1000 bacteria are placed in a large 
flask with an unlimited supply of nutrients (so the nutrients will not become 
depleted), after an hour, there is one round of division and each organism 
divides, resulting in 2000 organisms—an increase of 1000. In another hour, 
each of the 2000 organisms will double, producing 4000, an increase of 
2000 organisms. After the third hour, there should be 8000 bacteria in the 
flask, an increase of 4000 organisms. The important concept of exponential 


growth is that the population growth rate—the number of organisms 
added in each reproductive generation—is accelerating; that is, it is 
increasing at a greater and greater rate. After 1 day and 24 of these cycles, 
the population would have increased from 1000 to more than 16 billion. 
When the population size, N, is plotted over time, a J-shaped growth 
curve is produced ([link]). 


The bacteria example is not representative of the real world where resources 
are limited. Furthermore, some bacteria will die during the experiment and 
thus not reproduce, lowering the growth rate. Therefore, when calculating 
the growth rate of a population, the death rate (D) (number organisms that 
die during a particular time interval) is subtracted from the birth rate (B) 
(number organisms that are born during that interval). This is shown in the 
following formula: 

Equation: 


AN (change i b 
a ae = B (birth rate) - D (death rate) 
AT (change in time) 


The birth rate is usually expressed on a per capita (for each individual) 
basis. Thus, B (birth rate) = DN (the per capita birth rate “b” multiplied by 
the number of individuals “N”’) and D (death rate) =dN (the per capita death 
rate “d” multiplied by the number of individuals “N’’). Additionally, 
ecologists are interested in the population at a particular point in time, an 
infinitely small time interval. For this reason, the terminology of differential 
calculus is used to obtain the “instantaneous” growth rate, replacing the 
change in number and time with an instant-specific measurement of number 
and time. 

Equation: 


N 
OY y= dN == aN 
dT 


Notice that the “d” associated with the first term refers to the derivative (as 
the term is used in calculus) and is different from the death rate, also called 
“d.” The difference between birth and death rates is further simplified by 


substituting the term “r” (intrinsic rate of increase) for the relationship 
between birth and death rates: 
Equation: 


an =rN 

dT 

The value “r” can be positive, meaning the population is increasing in size; 
or negative, meaning the population is decreasing in size; or zero, where the 
population’s size is unchanging, a condition known as zero population 
growth. A further refinement of the formula recognizes that different 
species have inherent differences in their intrinsic rate of increase (often 
thought of as the potential for reproduction), even under ideal conditions. 
Obviously, a bacterium can reproduce more rapidly and have a higher 
intrinsic rate of growth than a human. The maximal growth rate for a 
species is its biotic potential, or r,,¢,, thus changing the equation to: 
Equation: 
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When resources are unlimited, populations exhibit 
exponential growth, resulting in a J-shaped curve. 
When resources are limited, populations exhibit 


logistic growth. In logistic growth, population 
expansion decreases as resources become scarce, and 
it levels off when the carrying capacity of the 
environment is reached, resulting in an S-shaped 
curve. 


Logistic Growth 


Exponential growth is possible only when infinite natural resources are 
available; this is not the case in the real world. Charles Darwin recognized 
this fact in his description of the “struggle for existence,” which states that 
individuals will compete (with members of their own or other species) for 
limited resources. The successful ones will survive to pass on their own 
characteristics and traits (which we know now are transferred by genes) to 
the next generation at a greater rate (natural selection). To model the reality 
of limited resources, population ecologists developed the logistic growth 
model. 


Carrying Capacity and the Logistic Model 


In the real world, with its limited resources, exponential growth cannot 
continue indefinitely. Exponential growth may occur in environments where 
there are few individuals and plentiful resources, but when the number of 
individuals gets large enough, resources will be depleted, slowing the 
growth rate. Eventually, the growth rate will plateau or level off ({link]). 
This population size, which represents the maximum population size that a 
particular environment can support, is called the carrying capacity, or K. 


The formula we use to calculate logistic growth adds the carrying capacity 
as a moderating force in the growth rate. The expression “K — N” is 
indicative of how many individuals may be added to a population at a given 
stage, and “K — N” divided by “Kk” is the fraction of the carrying capacity 


available for further growth. Thus, the exponential growth model is 
restricted by this factor to generate the logistic growth equation: 
Equation: 


aN aN y(K =) 
dT OO ar max K 


Notice that when N is very small, (K-N)/K becomes close to K/K or 1, and 
the right side of the equation reduces to r,,,,N, which means the population 
is growing exponentially and is not influenced by carrying capacity. On the 
other hand, when N is large, (K-N)/K come close to zero, which means that 
population growth will be slowed greatly or even stopped. Thus, population 
growth is greatly slowed in large populations by the carrying capacity K. 
This model also allows for the population of a negative population growth, 
or a population decline. This occurs when the number of individuals in the 
population exceeds the carrying capacity (because the value of (K-N)/K is 
negative). 


A graph of this equation yields an S-shaped curve ([link]), and it is a more 
realistic model of population growth than exponential growth. There are 
three different sections to an S-shaped curve. Initially, growth is exponential 
because there are few individuals and ample resources available. Then, as 
resources begin to become limited, the growth rate decreases. Finally, 
growth levels off at the carrying capacity of the environment, with little 
change in population size over time. 


Role of Intraspecific Competition 


The logistic model assumes that every individual within a population will 
have equal access to resources and, thus, an equal chance for survival. For 
plants, the amount of water, sunlight, nutrients, and the space to grow are 
the important resources, whereas in animals, important resources include 
food, water, shelter, nesting space, and mates. 


In the real world, phenotypic variation among individuals within a 
population means that some individuals will be better adapted to their 
environment than others. The resulting competition between population 
members of the same species for resources is termed intraspecific 
competition (intra- = “within”; -specific = “species”). Intraspecific 
competition for resources may not affect populations that are well below 
their carrying capacity—resources are plentiful and all individuals can 
obtain what they need. However, as population size increases, this 
competition intensifies. In addition, the accumulation of waste products can 
reduce an environment’s carrying capacity. 


Examples of Logistic Growth 


Yeast, a microscopic fungus used to make bread and alcoholic beverages, 
exhibits the classical S-shaped curve when grown in a test tube ({link]a). Its 
growth levels off as the population depletes the nutrients that are necessary 
for its growth. In the real world, however, there are variations to this 
idealized curve. Examples in wild populations include sheep and harbor 
seals ({link]b). In both examples, the population size exceeds the carrying 
capacity for short periods of time and then falls below the carrying capacity 
afterwards. This fluctuation in population size continues to occur as the 
population oscillates around its carrying capacity. Still, even with this 
oscillation, the logistic model is confirmed. 


Note: 
Art Connection 


1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 
Year 


(a) Yeast grown in ideal conditions in a test tube show a 
classical S-shaped logistic growth curve, whereas (b) a 
natural population of seals shows real-world fluctuation. 


If the major food source of the seals declines due to pollution or 
overfishing, which of the following would likely occur? 


a. The carrying capacity of seals would decrease, as would the seal 
population. 

b. The carrying capacity of seals would decrease, but the seal population 
would remain the same. 


c. The number of seal deaths would increase but the number of births 
would also increase, so the population size would remain the same. 

d. The carrying capacity of seals would remain the same, but the 
population of seals would decrease. 


Section Summary 


Populations with unlimited resources grow exponentially, with an 
accelerating growth rate. When resources become limiting, populations 
follow a logistic growth curve. The population of a species will level off at 
the carrying capacity of its environment. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


[link]b If the major food source of the seals declines due to pollution 
or overfishing, which of the following would likely occur? 


a. The carrying capacity of seals would decrease, as would the seal 
population. 

b. The carrying capacity of seals would decrease, but the seal 
population would remain the same. 

c. The number of seal deaths would increase but the number of 
births would also increase, so the population size would remain 
the same. 

d. The carrying capacity of seals would remain the same, but the 
population of seals would decrease. 


Solution: 


[link]b A 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Species with limited resources usually exhibit a(n) growth 
curve. 


a. logistic 

b. logical 

c. experimental 
d. exponential 


Solution: 


A 
Exercise: 


Problem: 

The maximum rate of increased characteristic of a species is called its 
a. limit 
b. carrying capacity 


c. biotic potential 
d. exponential growth pattern 


Solution: 


C 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


The population size of a species capable of being supported by the 
environment is called its 


a. limit 
b. carrying capacity 


c. biotic potential 
d. logistic growth pattern 


Solution: 


B 


Free Response 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


Describe the rate of population growth that would be expected at 
various parts of the S-shaped curve of logistic growth. 


Solution: 


In the first part of the curve, when few individuals of the species are 
present and resources are plentiful, growth is exponential, similar to a 
J-shaped curve. Later, growth slows due to the species using up 
resources. Finally, the population levels off at the carrying capacity of 
the environment, and it is relatively stable over time. 


Glossary 


biotic potential (ryax) 
maximal potential growth rate of a species 


birth rate (B) 
number of births within a population at a specific point in time 


carrying capacity (K) 
number of individuals of a species that can be supported by the limited 
resources of a habitat 


death rate (D) 
number of deaths within a population at a specific point in time 


exponential growth 
accelerating growth pattern seen in species under conditions where 
resources are not limiting 


intraspecific competition 
competition between members of the same species 


J-shaped growth curve 
shape of an exponential growth curve 


logistic growth 
leveling off of exponential growth due to limiting resources 


population growth rate 
number of organisms added in each reproductive generation 


S-shaped growth curve 
shape of a logistic growth curve 


zero population growth 
steady population size where birth rates and death rates are equal 


Population Dynamics and Regulation 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Give examples of how the carrying capacity of a habitat may change 

e Compare and contrast density-dependent growth regulation and 
density-independent growth regulation, giving examples 

e Give examples of exponential and logistic growth in wild animal 
populations 

e Describe how natural selection and environmental adaptation leads to 
the evolution of particular life-history patterns 


The logistic model of population growth, while valid in many natural 
populations and a useful model, is a simplification of real-world population 
dynamics. Implicit in the model is that the carrying capacity of the 
environment does not change, which is not the case. The carrying capacity 
varies annually: for example, some summers are hot and dry whereas others 
are cold and wet. In many areas, the carrying capacity during the winter is 
much lower than it is during the summer. Also, natural events such as 
earthquakes, volcanoes, and fires can alter an environment and hence its 
carrying capacity. Additionally, populations do not usually exist in isolation. 
They engage in interspecific competition: that is, they share the 
environment with other species, competing with them for the same 
resources. These factors are also important to understanding how a specific 
population will grow. 


Nature regulates population growth in a variety of ways. These are grouped 
into density-dependent factors, in which the density of the population at a 
given time affects growth rate and mortality, and density-independent 
factors, which influence mortality in a population regardless of population 
density. Note that in the former, the effect of the factor on the population 
depends on the density of the population at onset. Conservation biologists 
want to understand both types because this helps them manage populations 
and prevent extinction or overpopulation. 


Density-dependent Regulation 


Most density-dependent factors are biological in nature (biotic), and include 
predation, inter- and intraspecific competition, accumulation of waste, and 
diseases such as those caused by parasites. Usually, the denser a population 
is, the greater its mortality rate. For example, during intra- and interspecific 
competition, the reproductive rates of the individuals will usually be lower, 
reducing their population’s rate of growth. In addition, low prey density 
increases the mortality of its predator because it has more difficulty locating 
its food source. 


An example of density-dependent regulation is shown in [link] with results 
from a study focusing on the giant intestinal roundworm (Ascaris 
lumbricoides), a parasite of humans and other mammals.!©2™2!e! Denser 
populations of the parasite exhibited lower fecundity: they contained fewer 
eggs. One possible explanation for this is that females would be smaller in 
more dense populations (due to limited resources) and that smaller females 
would have fewer eggs. This hypothesis was tested and disproved in a 2009 
study which showed that female weight had no influence.!{°™°te! The actual 
cause of the density-dependence of fecundity in this organism is still 
unclear and awaiting further investigation. 

N.A. Croll et al., “The Population Biology and Control of Ascaris 
lumbricoides in a Rural Community in Iran.” Transactions of the Royal 
Society of Tropical Medicine and Hygiene 76, no. 2 (1982): 187-197, 
doi:10.1016/0035-9203(82)90272-3. 

Martin Walker et al., “Density-Dependent Effects on the Weight of Female 
Ascaris lumbricoides Infections of Humans and its Impact on Patterns of 
Egg Production.” Parasites & Vectors 2, no. 11 (February 2009), 
doi:10.1186/1756-3305-2-11. 


Fecundity as a Function of Population 
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In this population of roundworms, 
fecundity (number of eggs) 
decreases with population density. 
[footnote] 

N.A. Croll et al., “The Population 
Biology and Control of Ascaris 
lumbricoides in a Rural 
Community in Iran.” Transactions 
of the Royal Society of Tropical 
Medicine and Hygiene 76, no. 2 
(1982): 187-197, 
doi:10.1016/0035-9203(82)90272- 
3. 


Density-independent Regulation and Interaction with Density- 
dependent Factors 


Many factors, typically physical or chemical in nature (abiotic), influence 
the mortality of a population regardless of its density, including weather, 
natural disasters, and pollution. An individual deer may be killed in a forest 
fire regardless of how many deer happen to be in that area. Its chances of 
survival are the same whether the population density is high or low. The 
same holds true for cold winter weather. 


In real-life situations, population regulation is very complicated and 
density-dependent and independent factors can interact. A dense population 
that is reduced in a density-independent manner by some environmental 
factor(s) will be able to recover differently than a sparse population. For 
example, a population of deer affected by a harsh winter will recover faster 
if there are more deer remaining to reproduce. 


Note: 
Evolution Connection 
Why Did the Woolly Mammoth Go Extinct? 
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The three photos include: (a) 1916 mural of a mammoth 
herd from the American Museum of Natural History, (b) 
the only stuffed mammoth in the world, from the 
Museum of Zoology located in St. Petersburg, Russia, 
and (c) a one-month-old baby mammoth, named Lyuba, 
discovered in Siberia in 2007. (credit a: modification of 
work by Charles R. Knight; credit b: modification of 
work by “Tanapon”/Flickr; credit c: modification of 
work by Matt Howry) 


It's easy to get lost in the discussion of dinosaurs and theories about why 
they went extinct 65 million years ago. Was it due to a meteor slamming 
into Earth near the coast of modern-day Mexico, or was it from some long- 
term weather cycle that is not yet understood? One hypothesis that will 
never be proposed is that humans had something to do with it. Mammals 
were small, insignificant creatures of the forest 65 million years ago, and 
no humans existed. 

Woolly mammoths, however, began to go extinct about 10,000 years ago, 
when they shared the Earth with humans who were no different 


anatomically than humans today ({Llink]). Mammoths survived in isolated 
island populations as recently as 1700 BC. We know a lot about these 
animals from carcasses found frozen in the ice of Siberia and other regions 
of the north. Scientists have sequenced at least 50 percent of its genome 
and believe mammoths are between 98 and 99 percent identical to modern 
elephants. 

It is commonly thought that climate change and human hunting led to their 
extinction. A 2008 study estimated that climate change reduced the 
mammoth’s range from 3,000,000 square miles 42,000 years ago to 
310,000 square miles 6,000 years ago. fete! Tt is also well documented 
that humans hunted these animals. A 2012 study showed that no single 
factor was exclusively responsible for the extinction of these magnificent 
creatures, |!00tmote] Ty addition to human hunting, climate change, and 
reduction of habitat, these scientists demonstrated another important factor 
in the mammoth’s extinction was the migration of humans across the 
Bering Strait to North America during the last ice age 20,000 years ago. 
David Nogués-Bravo et al., “Climate Change, Humans, and the Extinction 
of the Woolly Mammoth.” PLoS Biol 6 (April 2008): e79, 
doi:10.1371/journal.pbio.0060079. 

G.M. MacDonald et al., “Pattern of Extinction of the Woolly Mammoth in 
Beringia.” Nature Communications 3, no. 893 (June 2012), 
doi:10.1038/ncomms1881. 

The maintenance of stable populations was and is very complex, with 
many interacting factors determining the outcome. It is important to 
remember that humans are also part of nature. Once we contributed to a 
species’ decline using primitive hunting technology only. 


Life Histories of K-selected and r-selected Species 


While reproductive strategies play a key role in life histories, they do not 
account for important factors like limited resources and competition. The 
regulation of population growth by these factors can be used to introduce a 
classical concept in population biology, that of K-selected versus r-selected 
species. 


Early Theories about Life History: K-selected and r-selected Species 


By the second half of the twentieth century, the concept of K- and r-selected 
species was used extensively and successfully to study populations. The 
concept relates not only reproductive strategies, but also to a species’ 
habitat and behavior, especially in the way that they obtain resources and 
care for their young. It includes length of life and survivorship factors as 
well. For this analysis, population biologists have grouped species into the 
two large categories—K-selected and r-selected—although they are really 
two ends of a continuum. 


K-selected species are species selected by stable, predictable environments. 
Populations of K-selected species tend to exist close to their carrying 
capacity (hence the term K-selected) where intraspecific competition is 
high. These species have few, large offspring, a long gestation period, and 
often give long-term care to their offspring (Table B45_04_01). While 
larger in size when born, the offspring are relatively helpless and immature 
at birth. By the time they reach adulthood, they must develop skills to 
compete for natural resources. In plants, scientists think of parental care 
more broadly: how long fruit takes to develop or how long it remains on the 
plant are determining factors in the time to the next reproductive event. 
Examples of K-selected species are primates including humans), elephants, 
and plants such as oak trees ([link]a). 


Oak trees grow very slowly and take, on average, 20 years to produce their 
first seeds, known as acorns. As many as 50,000 acorns can be produced by 
an individual tree, but the germination rate is low as many of these rot or 
are eaten by animals such as squirrels. In some years, oaks may produce an 
exceptionally large number of acorns, and these years may be on a two- or 
three-year cycle depending on the species of oak (r-selection). 


As oak trees grow to a large size and for many years before they begin to 
produce acorns, they devote a large percentage of their energy budget to 
growth and maintenance. The tree’s height and size allow it to dominate 
other plants in the competition for sunlight, the oak’s primary energy 
resource. Furthermore, when it does reproduce, the oak produces large, 
energy-rich seeds that use their energy reserve to become quickly 
established (K-selection). 


In contrast, r-selected species have a large number of small offspring 
(hence their r designation ([link]). This strategy is often employed in 
unpredictable or changing environments. Animals that are r-selected do not 
give long-term parental care and the offspring are relatively mature and 
self-sufficient at birth. Examples of r-selected species are marine 
invertebrates, such as jellyfish, and plants, such as the dandelion ((link]b). 
Dandelions have small seeds that are wind dispersed long distances. Many 
seeds are produced simultaneously to ensure that at least some of them 
reach a hospitable environment. Seeds that land in inhospitable 
environments have little chance for survival since their seeds are low in 
energy content. Note that survival is not necessarily a function of energy 
stored in the seed itself. 


Characteristics of K-selected and r-selected species 


Characteristics of K-selected Characteristics of r-selected 
species species 

Mature late Mature early 

Greater longevity Lower longevity 

Increased parental care Decreased parental care 
Increased competition Decreased competition 
Fewer offspring More offspring 


Larger offspring Smaller offspring 


(b) r-selected species 


(a) Elephants are considered K-selected species as they live 
long, mature late, and provide long-term parental care to 
few offspring. Oak trees produce many offspring that do 
not receive parental care, but are considered K-selected 

species based on longevity and late maturation. (b) 
Dandelions and jellyfish are both considered r-selected 
species as they mature early, have short lifespans, and 
produce many offspring that receive no parental care. 


Modern Theories of Life History 


The r- and K-selection theory, although accepted for decades and used for 
much groundbreaking research, has now been reconsidered, and many 
population biologists have abandoned or modified it. Over the years, 
several studies attempted to confirm the theory, but these attempts have 
largely failed. Many species were identified that did not follow the theory’s 


predictions. Furthermore, the theory ignored the age-specific mortality of 
the populations which scientists now know is very important. New 
demographic-based models of life history evolution have been developed 
which incorporate many ecological concepts included in r- and K-selection 
theory as well as population age structure and mortality factors. 


Section Summary 


Populations are regulated by a variety of density-dependent and density- 
independent factors. Species are divided into two categories based on a 
variety of features of their life history patterns: r-selected species, which 
have large numbers of offspring, and K-selected species, which have few 
offspring. The r- and K-selection theory has fallen out of use; however, 
many of its key features are still used in newer, demographically-based 
models of population dynamics. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: Species that have many offspring at one time are usually: 


a. r-selected 

b. K-selected 

c. both r- and K-selected 
d. not selected 


Solution: 
A 
Exercise: 
Problem:A forest fire is an example of regulation. 


a. density-dependent 


b. density-independent 
c. r-selected 
d. K-selected 


Solution: 


B 


Exercise: 


Problem:Primates are examples of: 


a. density-dependent species 
b. density-independent species 
c. r-selected species 

d. K-selected species 


Solution: 


D 


Free Response 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


Give an example of how density-dependent and density-independent 
factors might interact. 


Solution: 


If a natural disaster such as a fire happened in the winter, when 
populations are low, it would have a greater effect on the overall 
population and its recovery than if the same disaster occurred during 
the summer, when population levels are high. 


Glossary 


demographic-based population model 
modern model of population dynamics incorporating many features of 
the r- and K-selection theory 


density-dependent regulation 
regulation of population that is influenced by population density, such 
as crowding effects; usually involves biotic factors 


density-independent regulation 
regulation of populations by factors that operate independent of 
population density, such as forest fires and volcanic eruptions; usually 
involves abiotic factors 


interspecific competition 
competition between species for resources in a shared habitat or 
environment 


K-selected species 
species suited to stable environments that produce a few, relatively 
large offspring and provide parental care 


r-selected species 
species suited to changing environments that produce many offspring 
and provide little or no parental care 


Human Population Growth 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Discuss how human population growth can be exponential 

e Explain how humans have expanded the carrying capacity of their 
habitat 

¢ Relate population growth and age structure to the level of economic 
development in different countries 

e Discuss the long-term implications of unchecked human population 
growth 


Concepts of animal population dynamics can be applied to human 
population growth. Humans are not unique in their ability to alter their 
environment. For example, beaver dams alter the stream environment where 
they are built. Humans, however, have the ability to alter their environment 
to increase its carrying capacity sometimes to the detriment of other species 
(e.g., via artificial selection for crops that have a higher yield). Earth’s 
human population is growing rapidly, to the extent that some worry about 
the ability of the earth’s environment to sustain this population, as long- 
term exponential growth carries the potential risks of famine, disease, and 
large-scale death. 


Although humans have increased the carrying capacity of their 
environment, the technologies used to achieve this transformation have 
caused unprecedented changes to Earth’s environment, altering ecosystems 
to the point where some may be in danger of collapse. The depletion of the 
ozone layer, erosion due to acid rain, and damage from global climate 
change are caused by human activities. The ultimate effect of these changes 
on our carrying capacity is unknown. As some point out, it is likely that the 
negative effects of increasing carrying capacity will outweigh the positive 
ones—the carrying capacity of the world for human beings might actually 
decrease. 


The world’s human population is currently experiencing exponential growth 
even though human reproduction is far below its biotic potential ((link]). To 
reach its biotic potential, all females would have to become pregnant every 
nine months or so during their reproductive years. Also, resources would 
have to be such that the environment would support such growth. Neither of 


these two conditions exists. In spite of this fact, human population is still 
growing exponentially. 


— World 

== Africa 
=» Asia 

~~ Europe 


== Latin America 
== Northern America 


Estimated population (in thousands) 


Human population growth since 1000 AD is 
exponential (dark blue line). Notice that while 
the population in Asia (yellow line), which has 
many economically underdeveloped countries, 

is increasing exponentially, the population in 

Europe (light blue line), where most of the 
countries are economically developed, is 
growing much more slowly. 


A consequence of exponential human population growth is the time that it 
takes to add a particular number of humans to the Earth is becoming 
shorter. [link] shows that 123 years were necessary to add 1 billion humans 
in 1930, but it only took 24 years to add two billion people between 1975 
and 1999. As already discussed, at some point it would appear that our 
ability to increase our carrying capacity indefinitely on a finite world is 
uncertain. Without new technological advances, the human growth rate has 
been predicted to slow in the coming decades. However, the population will 
still be increasing and the threat of overpopulation remains. 


Time between Billions in World Population Growth 


1 billion: 1800 
2 billion: 1930 
3 billion: 1960 
4 billion: 1975 
5 billion: 1987 
6 billion: 1999 
7 billion: 2012 
8 billion: 2028 
9 billion: 2054 


Years 


Source: Population Reference Bureau 


The time between the addition of each billion human 
beings to Earth decreases over time. (credit: 
modification of work by Ryan T. Cragun) 


Note: 
Link to Learning 


iaree ech 
Click through this interactive view of how human populations have 


changed over time. 


Overcoming Density-Dependent Regulation 


Humans are unique in their ability to alter their environment with the 
conscious purpose of increasing its carrying capacity. This ability is a major 
factor responsible for human population growth and a way of overcoming 
density-dependent growth regulation. Much of this ability is related to 
human intelligence, society, and communication. Humans can construct 
shelter to protect them from the elements and have developed agriculture 
and domesticated animals to increase their food supplies. In addition, 
humans use language to communicate this technology to new generations, 
allowing them to improve upon previous accomplishments. 


Other factors in human population growth are migration and public health. 
Humans originated in Africa, but have since migrated to nearly all 
inhabitable land on the Earth. Public health, sanitation, and the use of 
antibiotics and vaccines have decreased the ability of infectious disease to 
limit human population growth. In the past, diseases such as the bubonic 
plaque of the fourteenth century killed between 30 and 60 percent of 
Europe’s population and reduced the overall world population by as many 
as 100 million people. Today, the threat of infectious disease, while not 
gone, is certainly less severe. According to the World Health Organization, 
global death from infectious disease declined from 16.4 million in 1993 to 
14.7 million in 1992. To compare to some of the epidemics of the past, the 
percentage of the world's population killed between 1993 and 2002 
decreased from 0.30 percent of the world's population to 0.24 percent. Thus, 
it appears that the influence of infectious disease on human population 
growth is becoming less significant. 


Age Structure, Population Growth, and Economic 
Development 


The age structure of a population is an important factor in population 
dynamics. Age structure is the proportion of a population at different age 
ranges. Age structure allows better prediction of population growth, plus 
the ability to associate this growth with the level of economic development 
in the region. Countries with rapid growth have a pyramidal shape in their 
age structure diagrams, showing a preponderance of younger individuals, 
many of whom are of reproductive age or will be soon ((link]). This pattern 
is most often observed in underdeveloped countries where individuals do 


not live to old age because of less-than-optimal living conditions. Age 
structures of areas with slow growth, including developed countries such as 
the United States, still have a pyramidal structure, but with many fewer 
young and reproductive-aged individuals and a greater proportion of older 
individuals. Other developed countries, such as Italy, have zero population 
growth. The age structure of these populations is more conical, with an 
even greater percentage of middle-aged and older individuals. The actual 
growth rates in different countries are shown in [link], with the highest rates 
tending to be in the less economically developed countries of Africa and 
Asia. 


Note: 
Art Connection 


Age Structure Diagrams 


Stage 1: Rapid growth Stage 2: Slow growth Stage 3: Stable Stage 4: ? 


Typical age structure diagrams are shown. The rapid 
growth diagram narrows to a point, indicating that the 
number of individuals decreases rapidly with age. In the 
slow growth model, the number of individuals decreases 
steadily with age. Stable population diagrams are 
rounded on the top, showing that the number of 
individuals per age group decreases gradually, and then 
increases for the older part of the population. 


Age structure diagrams for rapidly growing, slow growing and stable 
populations are shown in stages 1 through 3. What type of population 
change do you think stage 4 represents? 


Percent Growth in Population 
M-0% —0%-1% fh 1% Fj 2% [] 3%+ 


The percent growth rate of population in different countries is 
shown. Notice that the highest growth is occurring in less 
economically developed countries in Africa and Asia. 


Long-Term Consequences of Exponential Human Population 
Growth 


Many dire predictions have been made about the world’s population leading 
to a major crisis called the “population explosion.” In the 1968 book The 
Population Bomb, biologist Dr. Paul R. Ehrlich wrote, “The battle to feed 
all of humanity is over. In the 1970s hundreds of millions of people will 
starve to death in spite of any crash programs embarked upon now. At this 
late date nothing can prevent a substantial increase in the world death 

rate,” footnote] While many critics view this statement as an exaggeration, the 
laws of exponential population growth are still in effect, and unchecked 
human population growth cannot continue indefinitely. 

Paul R. Erlich, prologue to The Population Bomb, (1968; repr., New York: 
Ballantine, 1970). 


Efforts to control population growth led to the one-child policy in China, 
which used to include more severe consequences, but now imposes fines on 
urban couples who have more than one child. Due to the fact that some 
couples wish to have a male heir, many Chinese couples continue to have 


more than one child. The policy itself, its social impacts, and the 
effectiveness of limiting overall population growth are controversial. In 
spite of population control policies, the human population continues to 
grow. At some point the food supply may run out because of the subsequent 
need to produce more and more food to feed our population. The United 
Nations estimates that future world population growth may vary from 6 
billion (a decrease) to 16 billion people by the year 2100. There is no way 
to know whether human population growth will moderate to the point 
where the crisis described by Dr. Ehrlich will be averted. 


Another result of population growth is the endangerment of the natural 
environment. Many countries have attempted to reduce the human impact 
on climate change by reducing their emission of the greenhouse gas carbon 
dioxide. However, these treaties have not been ratified by every country, 
and many underdeveloped countries trying to improve their economic 
condition may be less likely to agree with such provisions if it means 
slower economic development. Furthermore, the role of human activity in 
causing climate change has become a hotly debated socio-political issue in 
some developed countries, including the United States. Thus, we enter the 
future with considerable uncertainty about our ability to curb human 
population growth and protect our environment. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 


i io 
' 
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Visit this website and select “Launch movie” for an animation discussing 
the global impacts of human population growth. 


Section Summary 

The world’s human population is growing at an exponential rate. Humans 
have increased the world’s carrying capacity through migration, agriculture, 
medical advances, and communication. The age structure of a population 


allows us to predict population growth. Unchecked human population 
growth could have dire long-term effects on our environment. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 
[link] Age structure diagrams for rapidly growing, slow growing and 
stable populations are shown in stages 1 through 3. What type of 


population change do you think stage 4 represents? 


Solution: 


[link] Stage 4 represents a population that is decreasing. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 
Problem: 
A country with zero population growth is likely to be 
a. in Africa 
b. in Asia 


c. economically developed 
d. economically underdeveloped 


Solution: 


D 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which type of country has the greatest proportion of young 
individuals? 


a. economically developed 

b. economically underdeveloped 

c. countries with zero population growth 
d. countries in Europe 


Solution: 


B 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which of the following is not a way that humans have increased the 
carrying capacity of the environment? 


a. agriculture 

b. using large amounts of natural resources 
c. domestication of animals 

d. use of language 


Solution: 


B 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Describe the age structures in rapidly growing countries, slowly 
growing countries, and countries with zero population growth. 


Solution: 


Rapidly growing countries have a large segment of the population at a 
reproductive age or younger. Slower growing populations have a lower 
percentage of these individuals, and countries with zero population 
growth have an even lower percentage. On the other hand, a high 
proportion of older individuals is seen mostly in countries with zero 
growth, and a low proportion is most common in rapidly growing 
countries. 


Glossary 


age structure 
proportion of population members at specific age ranges 


one-child policy 
China’s policy to limit population growth by limiting urban couples to 
have only one child or face the penalty of a fine 


Community Ecology 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Discuss the predator-prey cycle 

¢ Give examples of defenses against predation and herbivory 
e Describe the competitive exclusion principle 

e Give examples of symbiotic relationships between species 
e Describe community structure and succession 


Populations rarely, if ever, live in isolation from populations of other 
species. In most cases, numerous species share a habitat. The interactions 
between these populations play a major role in regulating population 
growth and abundance. All populations occupying the same habitat form a 
community: populations inhabiting a specific area at the same time. The 
number of species occupying the same habitat and their relative abundance 
is known as species diversity. Areas with low diversity, such as the glaciers 
of Antarctica, still contain a wide variety of living things, whereas the 
diversity of tropical rainforests is so great that it cannot be counted. 
Ecology is studied at the community level to understand how species 
interact with each other and compete for the same resources. 


Predation and Herbivory 


Perhaps the classical example of species interaction is predation: the 
hunting of prey by its predator. Nature shows on television highlight the 
drama of one living organism killing another. Populations of predators and 
prey in a community are not constant over time: in most cases, they vary in 
cycles that appear to be related. The most often cited example of predator- 
prey dynamics is seen in the cycling of the lynx (predator) and the 
snowshoe hare (prey), using nearly 200 year-old trapping data from North 
American forests ([link]). This cycle of predator and prey lasts 
approximately 10 years, with the predator population lagging 1—2 years 
behind that of the prey population. As the hare numbers increase, there is 
more food available for the lynx, allowing the lynx population to increase 
as well. When the lynx population grows to a threshold level, however, they 
kill so many hares that hare population begins to decline, followed by a 
decline in the lynx population because of scarcity of food. When the lynx 


population is low, the hare population size begins to increase due, at least in 
part, to low predation pressure, starting the cycle anew. 


Predator-prey Dynamics 


[Bh Hare (red) 
|_| Lynx (blue) 


Thousands of animals 


1845 1865 1885 1905 1925 
Time (years) 


The cycling of lynx and snowshoe hare 
populations in Northern Ontario is an example 
of predator-prey dynamics. 


The idea that the population cycling of the two species is entirely controlled 
by predation models has come under question. More recent studies have 
pointed to undefined density-dependent factors as being important in the 
cycling, in addition to predation. One possibility is that the cycling is 
inherent in the hare population due to density-dependent effects such as 
lower fecundity (maternal stress) caused by crowding when the hare 
population gets too dense. The hare cycling would then induce the cycling 
of the lynx because it is the lynxes’ major food source. The more we study 
communities, the more complexities we find, allowing ecologists to derive 
more accurate and sophisticated models of population dynamics. 


Herbivory describes the consumption of plants by insects and other animals, 
and it is another interspecific relationship that affects populations. Unlike 
animals, most plants cannot outrun predators or use mimicry to hide from 
hungry animals. Some plants have developed mechanisms to defend against 
herbivory. Other species have developed mutualistic relationships; for 


example, herbivory provides a mechanism of seed distribution that aids in 
plant reproduction. 


Defense Mechanisms against Predation and Herbivory 


The study of communities must consider evolutionary forces that act on the 
members of the various populations contained within it. Species are not 
static, but slowly changing and adapting to their environment by natural 
selection and other evolutionary forces. Species have evolved numerous 
mechanisms to escape predation and herbivory. These defenses may be 
mechanical, chemical, physical, or behavioral. 


Mechanical defenses, such as the presence of thorns on plants or the hard 
shell on turtles, discourage animal predation and herbivory by causing 
physical pain to the predator or by physically preventing the predator from 
being able to eat the prey. Chemical defenses are produced by many 
animals as well as plants, such as the foxglove which is extremely toxic 
when eaten. [link] shows some organisms’ defenses against predation and 
herbivory. 


(d) 


The (a) honey locust tree (Gleditsia triacanthos) uses 
thorns, a mechanical defense, against herbivores, 
while the (b) Florida red-bellied turtle (Pseudemys 
nelsoni) uses its shell as a mechanical defense against 
predators. (c) Foxglove (Digitalis sp.) uses a chemical 
defense: toxins produced by the plant can cause 
nausea, vomiting, hallucinations, convulsions, or death 
when consumed. (d) The North American millipede 
(Narceus americanus) uses both mechanical and 
chemical defenses: when threatened, the millipede 
curls into a defensive ball and produces a noxious 
substance that irritates eyes and skin. (credit a: 
modification of work by Huw Williams; credit b: 
modification of work by “JamieS93”/Flickr; credit c: 
modification of work by Philip Jagenstedt; credit d: 
modification of work by Cory Zanker) 


Many species use their body shape and coloration to avoid being detected 
by predators. The tropical walking stick is an insect with the coloration and 
body shape of a twig which makes it very hard to see when stationary 
against a background of real twigs ({link]a). In another example, the 
chameleon can change its color to match its surroundings ([{link]b). Both of 
these are examples of camouflage, or avoiding detection by blending in 
with the background. 


(a) The tropical walking stick and (b) the chameleon 
use body shape and/or coloration to prevent detection 
by predators. (credit a: modification of work by Linda 

Tanner; credit b: modification of work by Frank 
Vassen) 


Some species use coloration as a way of warning predators that they are not 
good to eat. For example, the cinnabar moth caterpillar, the fire-bellied 
toad, and many species of beetle have bright colors that warn of a foul taste, 
the presence of toxic chemical, and/or the ability to sting or bite, 
respectively. Predators that ignore this coloration and eat the organisms will 
experience their unpleasant taste or presence of toxic chemicals and learn 
not to eat them in the future. This type of defensive mechanism is called 
aposematic coloration, or warning coloration ((link]). 


(a) (b) 


(a) The strawberry poison dart frog (Oophaga 
pumilio) uses aposematic coloration to warn predators 
that it is toxic, while the (b) striped skunk (Mephitis 
mephitis) uses aposematic coloration to warn predators 
of the unpleasant odor it produces. (credit a: 
modification of work by Jay Iwasaki; credit b: 
modification of work by Dan Dzurisin) 


While some predators learn to avoid eating certain potential prey because of 
their coloration, other species have evolved mechanisms to mimic this 
coloration to avoid being eaten, even though they themselves may not be 
unpleasant to eat or contain toxic chemicals. In Batesian mimicry, a 
harmless species imitates the warning coloration of a harmful one. 
Assuming they share the same predators, this coloration then protects the 
harmless ones, even though they do not have the same level of physical or 
chemical defenses against predation as the organism they mimic. Many 
insect species mimic the coloration of wasps or bees, which are stinging, 
venomous insects, thereby discouraging predation ([link]). 


Batesian mimicry occurs when a harmless species 
mimics the coloration of a harmful species, as is seen 
with the (a) bumblebee and (b) bee-like robber fly. 
(credit a, b: modification of work by Cory Zanker) 


In Mullerian mimicry, multiple species share the same warning coloration, 
but all of them actually have defenses. [link] shows a variety of foul-tasting 
butterflies with similar coloration. In Emsleyan/Mertensian mimicry, a 
deadly prey mimics a less dangerous one, such as the venomous coral snake 
mimicking the non-venomous milk snake. This type of mimicry is 
extremely rare and more difficult to understand than the previous two types. 
For this type of mimicry to work, it is essential that eating the milk snake 
has unpleasant but not fatal consequences. Then, these predators learn not 
to eat snakes with this coloration, protecting the coral snake as well. If the 
snake were fatal to the predator, there would be no opportunity for the 
predator to learn not to eat it, and the benefit for the less toxic species 
would disappear. 


Several unpleasant-tasting Heliconius 
butterfly species share a similar color 
pattern with better-tasting varieties, an 
example of Miillerian mimicry. (credit: 
Joron M, Papa R, Beltran M, Chamberlain 
N, Mavarez J, et al.) 


Note: 
Link to Learning 


OR ra 


Go to this website to view stunning examples of mimicry. 


Competitive Exclusion Principle 


Resources are often limited within a habitat and multiple species may 
compete to obtain them. All species have an ecological niche in the 
ecosystem, which describes how they acquire the resources they need and 
how they interact with other species in the community. The competitive 
exclusion principle states that two species cannot occupy the same niche in 
a habitat. In other words, different species cannot coexist in a community if 
they are competing for all the same resources. An example of this principle 
is shown in [link], with two protozoan species, Paramecium aurelia and 
Paramecium caudatum. When grown individually in the laboratory, they 
both thrive. But when they are placed together in the same test tube 
(habitat), P. aurelia outcompetes P. caudatum for food, leading to the 
latter’s eventual extinction. 


P. aurelia alone P. caudatum alone 


Number of cells 
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10 10 
Time (days) Time (days) 


Both species grown together 
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10 
Time (days) 


Paramecium aurelia and Paramecium caudatum grow well 
individually, but when they compete for the same resources, 
the P. aurelia outcompetes the P. caudatum. 


This exclusion may be avoided if a population evolves to make use of a 
different resource, a different area of the habitat, or feeds during a different 
time of day, called resource partitioning. The two organisms are then said to 
occupy different microniches. These organisms coexist by minimizing 
direct competition. 


Symbiosis 


Symbiotic relationships, or symbioses (plural), are close interactions 
between individuals of different species over an extended period of time 
which impact the abundance and distribution of the associating populations. 
Most scientists accept this definition, but some restrict the term to only 


those species that are mutualistic, where both individuals benefit from the 
interaction. In this discussion, the broader definition will be used. 


Commensalism 


A commensal relationship occurs when one species benefits from the close, 
prolonged interaction, while the other neither benefits nor is harmed. Birds 
nesting in trees provide an example of a commensal relationship ((Llink]). 
The tree is not harmed by the presence of the nest among its branches. The 
nests are light and produce little strain on the structural integrity of the 
branch, and most of the leaves, which the tree uses to get energy by 
photosynthesis, are above the nest so they are unaffected. The bird, on the 
other hand, benefits greatly. If the bird had to nest in the open, its eggs and 
young would be vulnerable to predators. Another example of a commensal 
relationship is the clown fish and the sea anemone. The sea anemone is not 
harmed by the fish, and the fish benefits with protection from predators who 
would be stung upon nearing the sea anemone. 


The southern masked-weaver 
bird is starting to make a nest 
in a tree in Zambezi Valley, 


Zambia. This is an example 
of a commensal relationship, 
in which one species (the 
bird) benefits, while the other 
(the tree) neither benefits nor 
is harmed. (credit: 
“Hanay”/Wikimedia 
Commons) 


Mutualism 


A second type of symbiotic relationship is called mutualism, where two 
species benefit from their interaction. Some scientists believe that these are 
the only true examples of symbiosis. For example, termites have a 
mutualistic relationship with protozoa that live in the insect’s gut ([link]a). 
The termite benefits from the ability of bacterial symbionts within the 
protozoa to digest cellulose. The termite itself cannot do this, and without 
the protozoa, it would not be able to obtain energy from its food (cellulose 
from the wood it chews and eats). The protozoa and the bacterial symbionts 
benefit by having a protective environment and a constant supply of food 
from the wood chewing actions of the termite. Lichens have a mutualistic 
relationship between fungus and photosynthetic algae or bacteria ([link]b). 
As these symbionts grow together, the glucose produced by the algae 
provides nourishment for both organisms, whereas the physical structure of 
the lichen protects the algae from the elements and makes certain nutrients 
in the atmosphere more available to the algae. 


(a) Termites form a mutualistic relationship with 
symbiotic protozoa in their guts, which allow both 
organisms to obtain energy from the cellulose the 
termite consumes. (b) Lichen is a fungus that has 

symbiotic photosynthetic algae living inside its cells. 
(credit a: modification of work by Scott Bauer, 
USDA; credit b: modification of work by Cory 
Zanker) 


Parasitism 


A parasite is an organism that lives in or on another living organism and 
derives nutrients from it. In this relationship, the parasite benefits, but the 
organism being fed upon, the host is harmed. The host is usually weakened 
by the parasite as it siphons resources the host would normally use to 
maintain itself. The parasite, however, is unlikely to kill the host, especially 
not quickly, because this would allow no time for the organism to complete 
its reproductive cycle by spreading to another host. 


The reproductive cycles of parasites are often very complex, sometimes 
requiring more than one host species. A tapeworm is a parasite that causes 
disease in humans when contaminated, undercooked meat such as pork, 
fish, or beef is consumed ({link]). The tapeworm can live inside the 
intestine of the host for several years, benefiting from the food the host is 
bringing into its gut by eating, and may grow to be over 50 ft long by 
adding segments. The parasite moves from species to species in a cycle, 


making two hosts necessary to complete its life cycle. Another common 
parasite is Plasmodium falciparum, the protozoan cause of malaria, a 
significant disease in many parts of the world. Living in human liver and 
red blood cells, the organism reproduces asexually in the gut of blood- 
feeding mosquitoes to complete its life cycle. Thus malaria is spread from 
human to human by mosquitoes, one of many arthropod-borne infectious 
diseases. 


Tapeworm (Taenia) Infection 
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This diagram shows the life cycle of a pork tapeworm (Taenia 
solium), a human worm parasite. (credit: modification of work 
by CDC) 


Characteristics of Communities 


Communities are complex entities that can be characterized by their 
structure (the types and numbers of species present) and dynamics (how 


communities change over time). Understanding community structure and 
dynamics enables community ecologists to manage ecosystems more 
effectively. 


Foundation Species 


Foundation species are considered the “base” or “bedrock” of a 
community, having the greatest influence on its overall structure. They are 
usually the primary producers: organisms that bring most of the energy into 
the community. Kelp, brown algae, is a foundation species, forming the 
basis of the kelp forests off the coast of California. 


Foundation species may physically modify the environment to produce and 
maintain habitats that benefit the other organisms that use them. An 
example is the photosynthetic corals of the coral reef ({link]). Corals 
themselves are not photosynthetic, but harbor symbionts within their body 
tissues (dinoflagellates called zooxanthellae) that perform photosynthesis; 
this is another example of a mutualism. The exoskeletons of living and dead 
coral make up most of the reef structure, which protects many other species 
from waves and ocean currents. 


Coral is the foundation 
species of coral reef 
ecosystems. (credit: Jim E. 
Maragos, USFWS) 


Biodiversity, Species Richness, and Relative Species Abundance 


Biodiversity describes a community’s biological complexity: it is measured 
by the number of different species (species richness) in a particular area and 
their relative abundance (species evenness). The area in question could be a 
habitat, a biome, or the entire biosphere. Species richness is the term that is 
used to describe the number of species living in a habitat or biome. Species 
richness varies across the globe ({link]). One factor in determining species 
richness is latitude, with the greatest species richness occurring in 
ecosystems near the equator, which often have warmer temperatures, large 
amounts of rainfall, and low seasonality. The lowest species richness occurs 
near the poles, which are much colder, drier, and thus less conducive to life 
in Geologic time (time since glaciations). The predictability of climate or 
productivity is also an important factor. Other factors influence species 
richness as well. For example, the study of island biogeography attempts 
to explain the relatively high species richness found in certain isolated 
island chains, including the Galapagos Islands that inspired the young 
Darwin. Relative species abundance is the number of individuals in a 
species relative to the total number of individuals in all species within a 
habitat, ecosystem, or biome. Foundation species often have the highest 
relative abundance of species. 
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The greatest species richness for 
mammals in North and South 
America is associated with the 

equatorial latitudes. (credit: 
modification of work by NASA, 
CIESIN, Columbia University) 


Keystone Species 


A keystone species is one whose presence is key to maintaining 
biodiversity within an ecosystem and to upholding an ecological 
community’s structure. The intertidal sea star, Pisaster ochraceus, of the 
northwestern United States is a keystone species ([link]). Studies have 
shown that when this organism is removed from communities, populations 
of their natural prey (mussels) increase, completely altering the species 
composition and reducing biodiversity. Another keystone species is the 
banded tetra, a fish in tropical streams, which supplies nearly all of the 
phosphorus, a necessary inorganic nutrient, to the rest of the community. If 


these fish were to become extinct, the community would be greatly 
affected. 


The Pisaster ochraceus sea 
star is a keystone species. 
(credit: Jerry Kirkhart) 


Note: 

Everyday Connection 

Invasive Species 

Invasive species are non-native organisms that, when introduced to an area 
out of their native range, threaten the ecosystem balance of that habitat. 
Many such species exist in the United States, as shown in [link]. Whether 
enjoying a forest hike, taking a summer boat trip, or simply walking down 
an urban street, you have likely encountered an invasive species. 


() 


In the United States, invasive species like (a) purple 
loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria) and the (b) zebra mussel 
(Dreissena polymorpha) threaten certain aquatic 
ecosystems. Some forests are threatened by the spread of 
(c) common buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica), (d) garlic 
mustard (Alliaria petiolata), and (e) the emerald ash borer 
(Agrilus planipennis). The (f) European starling (Sturnus 
vulgaris) may compete with native bird species for nest 
holes. (credit a: modification of work by Liz West; credit b: 
modification of work by M. McCormick, NOAA; credit c: 
modification of work by E. Dronkert; credit d: modification 
of work by Dan Davison; credit e: modification of work by 
USDA; credit f: modification of work by Don DeBold) 


One of the many recent proliferations of an invasive species concerns the 
growth of Asian carp populations. Asian carp were introduced to the 
United States in the 1970s by fisheries and sewage treatment facilities that 
used the fish’s excellent filter feeding capabilities to clean their ponds of 
excess plankton. Some of the fish escaped, however, and by the 1980s they 
had colonized many waterways of the Mississippi River basin, including 


the Illinois and Missouri Rivers. 


Voracious eaters and rapid reproducers, Asian carp may outcompete native 
species for food, potentially leading to their extinction. For example, black 
carp are voracious eaters of native mussels and snails, limiting this food 
source for native fish species. Silver carp eat plankton that native mussels 
and snails feed on, reducing this food source by a different alteration of the 
food web. In some areas of the Mississippi River, Asian carp species have 
become the most predominant, effectively outcompeting native fishes for 
habitat. In some parts of the Illinois River, Asian carp constitute 95 percent 
of the community's biomass. Although edible, the fish is bony and not a 
desired food in the United States. Moreover, their presence threatens the 
native fish and fisheries of the Great Lakes, which are important to local 
economies and recreational anglers. Asian carp have even injured humans. 
The fish, frightened by the sound of approaching motorboats, thrust 
themselves into the air, often landing in the boat or directly hitting the 
boaters. 

The Great Lakes and their prized salmon and lake trout fisheries are also 
being threatened by these invasive fish. Asian carp have already colonized 
rivers and canals that lead into Lake Michigan. One infested waterway of 
particular importance is the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Channel, the major 
supply waterway linking the Great Lakes to the Mississippi River. To 
prevent the Asian carp from leaving the canal, a series of electric barriers 
have been successfully used to discourage their migration; however, the 
threat is significant enough that several states and Canada have sued to 
have the Chicago channel permanently cut off from Lake Michigan. Local 
and national politicians have weighed in on how to solve the problem, but 
no one knows whether the Asian carp will ultimately be considered a 
nuisance, like other invasive species such as the water hyacinth and zebra 
mussel, or whether it will be the destroyer of the largest freshwater fishery 
of the world. 

The issues associated with Asian carp show how population and 
community ecology, fisheries management, and politics intersect on issues 
of vital importance to the human food supply and economy. Socio-political 
issues like this make extensive use of the sciences of population ecology 
(the study of members of a particular species occupying a particular area 
known as a habitat) and community ecology (the study of the interaction of 
all species within a habitat). 


Community Dynamics 


Community dynamics are the changes in community structure and 
composition over time. Sometimes these changes are induced by 
environmental disturbances such as volcanoes, earthquakes, storms, fires, 
and climate change. Communities with a stable structure are said to be at 
equilibrium. Following a disturbance, the community may or may not 
return to the equilibrium state. 


Succession describes the sequential appearance and disappearance of 
species in a community over time. In primary succession, newly exposed 
or newly formed land is colonized by living things; in secondary 
succession, part of an ecosystem is disturbed and remnants of the previous 
community remain. 


Primary Succession and Pioneer Species 


Primary succession occurs when new land is formed or rock is exposed: for 
example, following the eruption of volcanoes, such as those on the Big 
Island of Hawaii. As lava flows into the ocean, new land is continually 
being formed. On the Big Island, approximately 32 acres of land is added 
each year. First, weathering and other natural forces break down the 
substrate enough for the establishment of certain hearty plants and lichens 
with few soil requirements, known as pioneer species ((link]). These 
species help to further break down the mineral rich lava into soil where 
other, less hardy species will grow and eventually replace the pioneer 
species. In addition, as these early species grow and die, they add to an 
ever-growing layer of decomposing organic material and contribute to soil 
formation. Over time the area will reach an equilibrium state, with a set of 
organisms quite different from the pioneer species. 


During primary succession in 
lava on Maui, Hawaii, 
succulent plants are the 
pioneer species. (credit: 
Forest and Kim Starr) 


Secondary succession 


A classic example of secondary succession occurs in oak and hickory 
forests cleared by wildfire ([link]). Wildfires will burn most vegetation and 
kill those animals unable to flee the area. Their nutrients, however, are 
returned to the ground in the form of ash. Thus, even when areas are devoid 
of life due to severe fires, the area will soon be ready for new life to take 
hold. 


Before the fire, the vegetation was dominated by tall trees with access to the 
major plant energy resource: sunlight. Their height gave them access to 
sunlight while also shading the ground and other low-lying species. After 
the fire, though, these trees are no longer dominant. Thus, the first plants to 
grow back are usually annual plants followed within a few years by quickly 
growing and spreading grasses and other pioneer species. Due to, at least in 
part, changes in the environment brought on by the growth of the grasses 
and other species, over many years, shrubs will emerge along with small 
pine, oak, and hickory trees. These organisms are called intermediate 


species. Eventually, over 150 years, the forest will reach its equilibrium 
point where species composition is no longer changing and resembles the 
community before the fire. This equilibrium state is referred to as the 
climax community, which will remain stable until the next disturbance. 


Secondary Succession of an Oak and Hickory Forest 


Pioneer species Intermediate species Climax community 
Annual plants grow and are succeeded Shrubs, then pines, and young oak The mature oak and hickory forest 
by grasses and perennials. and hickory begin to grow. remains stable until the next disturbance. 


Secondary succession is shown in an oak and hickory forest 
after a forest fire. 


Section Summary 


Communities include all the different species living in a given area. The 
variety of these species is called species richness. Many organisms have 
developed defenses against predation and herbivory, including mechanical 
defenses, warning coloration, and mimicry, as a result of evolution and the 
interaction with other members of the community. Two species cannot exist 
in the same habitat competing directly for the same resources. Species may 
form symbiotic relationships such as commensalism or mutualism. 
Community structure is described by its foundation and keystone species. 
Communities respond to environmental disturbances by succession (the 
predictable appearance of different types of plant species) until a stable 
community structure is established. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


The first species to live on new land, such as that formed from 
volcanic lava, are called 


a. climax community 
b. keystone species 
c. foundation species 
d. pioneer species 


Solution: 


D 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


Which type of mimicry involves multiple species with similar warning 
coloration that are all toxic to predators? 


a. Batesian mimicry 

b. Millerian mimicry 

c. Emsleyan/Mertensian mimicry 
d. Mertensian mimicry 


Solution: 


B 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


A symbiotic relationship where both of the coexisting species benefit 
from the interaction is called 


a. commensalism 
b. parasitism 

c. mutualism 

d. communism 


Solution: 


CG 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Describe the competitive exclusion principle and its effects on 
competing species. 


Solution: 


The competitive exclusion principle states that no two species 
competing for the same resources at the same time and place can 
coexist over time. Thus, one of the competing species will eventually 
dominate. On the other hand, if the species evolve such that they use 
resources from different parts of the habitat or at different times of day, 
the two species can exist together indefinitely. 


Glossary 


aposematic coloration 
warning coloration used as a defensive mechanism against predation 


Batesian mimicry 
type of mimicry where a non-harmful species takes on the warning 
colorations of a harmful one 


camouflage 
avoid detection by blending in with the background. 


climax community 
final stage of succession, where a stable community is formed by a 
characteristic assortment of plant and animal species 


commensalism 
relationship between species wherein one species benefits from the 
close, prolonged interaction, while the other species neither benefits 
nor is harmed 


competitive exclusion principle 
no two species within a habitat can coexist when they compete for the 
Same resources at the same place and time 


Emsleyan/Mertensian mimicry 
type of mimicry where a harmful species resembles a less harmful one 


environmental disturbance 
change in the environment caused by natural disasters or human 
activities 


foundation species 
species which often forms the major structural portion of the habitat 


host 
organism a parasite lives on 


island biogeography 
study of life on island chains and how their geography interacts with 
the diversity of species found there 


keystone species 
species whose presence is key to maintaining biodiversity in an 
ecosystem and to upholding an ecological community’s structure 


Miillerian mimicry 


type of mimicry where species share warning coloration and all are 
harmful to predators 


mutualism 
symbiotic relationship between two species where both species benefit 


parasite 
organism that uses resources from another species, the host 


pioneer species 
first species to appear in primary and secondary succession 


primary succession 
succession on land that previously has had no life 


relative species abundance 
absolute population size of a particular species relative to the 
population sizes of other species within the community 


secondary succession 
succession in response to environmental disturbances that move a 
community away from its equilibrium 


species richness 
number of different species in a community 


symbiosis 
close interaction between individuals of different species over an 
extended period of time that impacts the abundance and distribution of 
the associating populations 


Behavioral Biology: Proximate and Ultimate Causes of Behavior 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Compare innate and learned behavior 

e Discuss how movement and migration behaviors are a result of natural 
selection 

e Discuss the different ways members of a population communicate with 
each other 

e Give examples of how species use energy for mating displays and 
other courtship behaviors 

e Differentiate between various mating systems 

e Describe different ways that species learn 


Behavior is the change in activity of an organism in response to a stimulus. 
Behavioral biology is the study of the biological and evolutionary bases for 
such changes. The idea that behaviors evolved as a result of the pressures of 
natural selection is not new. Animal behavior has been studied for decades, 
by biologists in the science of ethology, by psychologists in the science of 
comparative psychology, and by scientists of many disciplines in the study 
of neurobiology. Although there is overlap between these disciplines, 
scientists in these behavioral fields take different approaches. Comparative 
psychology is an extension of work done in human and behavioral 
psychology. Ethology is an extension of genetics, evolution, anatomy, 
physiology, and other biological disciplines. Still, one cannot study 
behavioral biology without touching on both comparative psychology and 
ethology. 


One goal of behavioral biology is to dissect out the innate behaviors, 
which have a strong genetic component and are largely independent of 
environmental influences, from the learned behaviors, which result from 
environmental conditioning. Innate behavior, or instinct, is important 
because there is no risk of an incorrect behavior being learned. They are 
“hard wired” into the system. On the other hand, learned behaviors, 
although riskier, are flexible, dynamic, and can be altered according to 
changes in the environment. 


Innate Behaviors: Movement and Migration 


Innate or instinctual behaviors rely on response to stimuli. The simplest 
example of this is a reflex action, an involuntary and rapid response to 
stimulus. To test the “knee-jerk” reflex, a doctor taps the patellar tendon 
below the kneecap with a rubber hammer. The stimulation of the nerves 
there leads to the reflex of extending the leg at the knee. This is similar to 
the reaction of someone who touches a hot stove and instinctually pulls his 
or her hand away. Even humans, with our great capacity to learn, still 
exhibit a variety of innate behaviors. 


Kinesis and Taxis 


Another activity or movement of innate behavior is kinesis, or the 
undirected movement in response to a stimulus. Orthokinesis is the 
increased or decreased speed of movement of an organism in response to a 
stimulus. Woodlice, for example, increase their speed of movement when 
exposed to high or low temperatures. This movement, although random, 
increases the probability that the insect spends less time in the unfavorable 
environment. Another example is klinokinesis, an increase in turning 
behaviors. It is exhibited by bacteria such as E. coli which, in association 
with orthokinesis, helps the organisms randomly find a more hospitable 
environment. 


A similar, but more directed version of kinesis is taxis: the directed 
movement towards or away from a stimulus. This movement can be in 
response to light (phototaxis), chemical signals (chemotaxis), or gravity 
(geotaxis) and can be directed toward (positive) or away (negative) from the 
source of the stimulus. An example of a positive chemotaxis is exhibited by 
the unicellular protozoan Tetrahymena thermophila. This organism swims 
using its cilia, at times moving in a straight line, and at other times making 
turns. The attracting chemotactic agent alters the frequency of turning as the 
organism moves directly toward the source, following the increasing 
concentration gradient. 


Fixed Action Patterns 


A fixed action pattern is a series of movements elicited by a stimulus such 
that even when the stimulus is removed, the pattern goes on to completion. 
An example of such a behavior occurs in the three-spined stickleback, a 
small freshwater fish ([link]). Males of this species develop a red belly 
during breeding season and show instinctual aggressiveness to other males 
during this time. In laboratory experiments, researchers exposed such fish 
to objects that in no way resemble a fish in their shape, but which were 
painted red on their lower halves. The male sticklebacks responded 
aggressively to the objects just as if they were real male sticklebacks. 


Male three-spined 
stickleback fish 
exhibit a fixed action 


pattern. During 
mating season, the 
males, which develop 
a bright red belly, 
react strongly to red- 
bottomed objects that 
in no way resemble 
fish. 


Migration 


Migration is the long-range seasonal movement of animals. It is an 
evolved, adapted response to variation in resource availability, and it is a 
common phenomenon found in all major groups of animals. Birds fly south 
for the winter to get to warmer climates with sufficient food, and salmon 
migrate to their spawning grounds. The popular 2005 documentary March 
of the Penguins followed the 62-mile migration of emperor penguins 
through Antarctica to bring food back to their breeding site and to their 
young. Wildebeests ([{link]) migrate over 1800 miles each year in search of 
new grasslands. 


Wildebeests migrate in a 
clockwise fashion over 1800 
miles each year in search of 

rain-ripened grass. (credit: 
Eric Inafuku) 


Although migration is thought of as innate behavior, only some migrating 
species always migrate (obligate migration). Animals that exhibit 
facultative migration can choose to migrate or not. Additionally, in some 
animals, only a portion of the population migrates, whereas the rest does 
not migrate (incomplete migration). For example, owls that live in the 
tundra may migrate in years when their food source, small rodents, is 
relatively scarce, but not migrate during the years when rodents are 
plentiful. 


Foraging 


Foraging is the act of searching for and exploiting food resources. Feeding 
behaviors that maximize energy gain and minimize energy expenditure are 
called optimal foraging behaviors, and these are favored by natural section. 
The painted stork, for example, uses its long beak to search the bottom of a 
freshwater marshland for crabs and other food ([link]). 


The painted stork uses its 
long beak to forage. (credit: 
J.M. Garg) 


Innate Behaviors: Living in Groups 


Not all animals live in groups, but even those that live relatively solitary 
lives, with the exception of those that can reproduce asexually, must mate. 
Mating usually involves one animal signaling another so as to communicate 
the desire to mate. There are several types of energy-intensive behaviors or 
displays associated with mating, called mating rituals. Other behaviors 
found in populations that live in groups are described in terms of which 
animal benefits from the behavior. In selfish behavior, only the animal in 
question benefits; in altruistic behavior, one animal’s actions benefit another 
animal; cooperative behavior describes when both animals benefit. All of 


these behaviors involve some sort of communication between population 
members. 


Communication within a Species 


Animals communicate with each other using stimuli known as signals. An 
example of this is seen in the three-spined stickleback, where the visual 
signal of a red region in the lower half of a fish signals males to become 
aggressive and signals females to mate. Other signals are chemical 
(pheromones), aural (sound), visual (courtship and aggressive displays), or 
tactile (touch). These types of communication may be instinctual or learned 
or a combination of both. These are not the same as the communication we 
associate with language, which has been observed only in humans and 
perhaps in some species of primates and cetaceans. 


A pheromone is a secreted chemical signal used to obtain a response from 
another individual of the same species. The purpose of pheromones is to 
elicit a specific behavior from the receiving individual. Pheromones are 
especially common among social insects, but they are used by many species 
to attract the opposite sex, to sound alarms, to mark food trails, and to elicit 
other, more complex behaviors. Even humans are thought to respond to 
certain pheromones called axillary steroids. These chemicals influence 
human perception of other people, and in one study were responsible for a 
group of women synchronizing their menstrual cycles. The role of 
pheromones in human-to-human communication is still somewhat 
controversial and continues to be researched. 


Songs are an example of an aural signal, one that needs to be heard by the 
recipient. Perhaps the best known of these are songs of birds, which identify 
the species and are used to attract mates. Other well-known songs are those 
of whales, which are of such low frequency that they can travel long 
distances underwater. Dolphins communicate with each other using a wide 
variety of vocalizations. Male crickets make chirping sounds using a 
specialized organ to attract a mate, repel other males, and to announce a 
successful mating. 


Courtship displays are a series of ritualized visual behaviors (signals) 
designed to attract and convince a member of the opposite sex to mate. 
These displays are ubiquitous in the animal kingdom. Often these displays 
involve a series of steps, including an initial display by one member 
followed by a response from the other. If at any point, the display is 
performed incorrectly or a proper response is not given, the mating ritual is 
abandoned and the mating attempt will be unsuccessful. The mating display 
of the common stork is shown in [link]. 


Aggressive displays are also common in the animal kingdom. An example 
is when a dog bares its teeth when it wants another dog to back down. 
Presumably, these displays communicate not only the willingness of the 
animal to fight, but also its fighting ability. Although these displays do 
signal aggression on the part of the sender, it is thought that these displays 
are actually a mechanism to reduce the amount of actual fighting that 
occurs between members of the same species: they allow individuals to 
assess the fighting ability of their opponent and thus decide whether it is 
“worth the fight.” The testing of certain hypotheses using game theory has 
led to the conclusion that some of these displays may overstate an animal’s 
actual fighting ability and are used to “bluff” the opponent. This type of 
interaction, even if “dishonest,” would be favored by natural selection if it 
is successful more times than not. 


This stork’s courtship display 
is designed to attract potential 


mates. (credit: Linda 
“Jinterwas”/Flickr) 


Distraction displays are seen in birds and some fish. They are designed to 
attract a predator away from the nest that contains their young. This is an 
example of an altruistic behavior: it benefits the young more than the 
individual performing the display, which is putting itself at risk by doing so. 


Many animals, especially primates, communicate with other members in the 
group through touch. Activities such as grooming, touching the shoulder or 
root of the tail, embracing, lip contact, and greeting ceremonies have all 
been observed in the Indian langur, an Old World monkey. Similar 
behaviors are found in other primates, especially in the great apes. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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The killdeer bird distracts predators from its eggs by faking a broken wing 
display in this video taken in Boise, Idaho. 
https://www.openstaxcollege.org/I/killdeer_bird 


Altruistic Behaviors 


Behaviors that lower the fitness of the individual but increase the fitness of 
another individual are termed altruistic. Examples of such behaviors are 
seen widely across the animal kingdom. Social insects such as worker bees 
have no ability to reproduce, yet they maintain the queen so she can 


populate the hive with her offspring. Meerkats keep a sentry standing guard 
to warn the rest of the colony about intruders, even though the sentry is 
putting itself at risk. Wolves and wild dogs bring meat to pack members not 
present during a hunt. Lemurs take care of infants unrelated to them. 
Although on the surface, these behaviors appear to be altruistic, it may not 
be so simple. 


There has been much discussion over why altruistic behaviors exist. Do 
these behaviors lead to overall evolutionary advantages for their species? 
Do they help the altruistic individual pass on its own genes? And what 
about such activities between unrelated individuals? One explanation for 
altruistic-type behaviors is found in the genetics of natural selection. In the 
1976 book, The Selfish Gene, scientist Richard Dawkins attempted to 
explain many seemingly altruistic behaviors from the viewpoint of the gene 
itself. Although a gene obviously cannot be selfish in the human sense, it 
may appear that way if the sacrifice of an individual benefits related 
individuals that share genes that are identical by descent (present in 
relatives because of common lineage). Mammal parents make this sacrifice 
to take care of their offspring. Emperor penguins migrate miles in harsh 
conditions to bring food back for their young. Selfish gene theory has been 
controversial over the years and is still discussed among scientists in related 
fields. 


Even less-related individuals, those with less genetic identity than that 
shared by parent and offspring, benefit from seemingly altruistic behavior. 
The activities of social insects such as bees, wasps, ants, and termites are 
good examples. Sterile workers in these societies take care of the queen 
because they are closely related to it, and as the queen has offspring, she is 
passing on genes from the workers indirectly. Thus, it is of fitness benefit 
for the worker to maintain the queen without having any direct chance of 
passing on its genes due to its sterility. The lowering of individual fitness to 
enhance the reproductive fitness of a relative and thus one’s inclusive 
fitness evolves through kin selection. This phenomenon can explain many 
superficially altruistic behaviors seen in animals. However, these behaviors 
may not be truly defined as altruism in these cases because the actor is 
actually increasing its own fitness either directly (through its own offspring) 


or indirectly (through the inclusive fitness it gains through relatives that 
share genes with it). 


Unrelated individuals may also act altruistically to each other, and this 
seems to defy the “selfish gene” explanation. An example of this observed 
in many monkey species where a monkey will present its back to an 
unrelated monkey to have that individual pick the parasites from its fur. 
After a certain amount of time, the roles are reversed and the first monkey 
now grooms the second monkey. Thus, there is reciprocity in the behavior. 
Both benefit from the interaction and their fitness is raised more than if 
neither cooperated nor if one cooperated and the other did not cooperate. 
This behavior is still not necessarily altruism, as the “giving” behavior of 
the actor is based on the expectation that it will be the “receiver” of the 
behavior in the future, termed reciprocal altruism. Reciprocal altruism 
requires that individuals repeatedly encounter each other, often the result of 
living in the same social group, and that cheaters (those that never “give 
back”) are punished. 


Evolutionary game theory, a modification of classical game theory in 
mathematics, has shown that many of these so-called “altruistic behaviors” 
are not altruistic at all. The definition of “pure” altruism, based on human 
behavior, is an action that benefits another without any direct benefit to 
oneself. Most of the behaviors previously described do not seem to satisfy 
this definition, and game theorists are good at finding “selfish” components 
in them. Others have argued that the terms “selfish” and “altruistic” should 
be dropped completely when discussing animal behavior, as they describe 
human behavior and may not be directly applicable to instinctual animal 
activity. What is clear, though, is that heritable behaviors that improve the 
chances of passing on one’s genes or a portion of one’s genes are favored 
by natural selection and will be retained in future generations as long as 
those behaviors convey a fitness advantage. These instinctual behaviors 
may then be applied, in special circumstances, to other species, as long as it 
doesn’t lower the animal’s fitness. 


Finding Sex Partners 


Not all animals reproduce sexually, but many that do have the same 
challenge: they need to find a suitable mate and often have to compete with 
other individuals to obtain one. Significant energy is spent in the process of 
locating, attracting, and mating with the sex partner. Two types of selection 
occur during this process and can lead to traits that are important to 
reproduction called secondary sexual characteristics: intersexual selection, 
the choosing of a mate where individuals of one sex choose mates of the 
other sex, and intrasexual selection, the competition for mates between 
species members of the same sex. Intersexual selection is often complex 
because choosing a mate may be based on a variety of visual, aural, tactile, 
and chemical cues. An example of intersexual selection is when female 
peacocks choose to mate with the male with the brightest plumage. This 
type of selection often leads to traits in the chosen sex that do not enhance 
survival, but are those traits most attractive to the opposite sex (often at the 
expense of survival). Intrasexual selection involves mating displays and 
aggressive mating rituals such as rams butting heads—the winner of these 
battles is the one that is able to mate. Many of these rituals use up 
considerable energy but result in the selection of the healthiest, strongest, 
and/or most dominant individuals for mating. Three general mating 
systems, all involving innate as opposed to learned behaviors, are seen in 
animal populations: monogamous, polygynous, and polyandrous. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Visit this website for informative videos on sexual selection. 


In monogamous systems, one male and one female are paired for at least 
one breeding season. In some animals, such as the gray wolf, these 
associations can last much longer, even a lifetime. Several explanations 
have been proposed for this type of mating system. The “mate-guarding 
hypothesis” states that males stay with the female to prevent other males 
from mating with her. This behavior is advantageous in such situations 
where mates are scarce and difficult to find. Another explanation is the 
“male-assistance hypothesis,” where males that remain with a female to 
help guard and rear their young will have more and healthier offspring. 
Monogamy is observed in many bird populations where, in addition to the 
parental care from the female, the male is also a major provider of parental 
care for the chicks. A third explanation for the evolutionary advantages of 
monogamy is the “female-enforcement hypothesis.” In this scenario, the 
female ensures that the male does not have other offspring that might 
compete with her own, so she actively interferes with the male’s signaling 
to attract other mates. 


Polygynous mating refers to one male mating with multiple females. In 
these situations, the female must be responsible for most of the parental 
care as the single male is not capable of providing care to that many 
offspring. In resourced-based polygyny, males compete for territories with 
the best resources, and then mate with females that enter the territory, drawn 
to its resource richness. The female benefits by mating with a dominant, 
genetically fit male; however, it is at the cost of having no male help in 
caring for the offspring. An example is seen in the yellow-rumped 
honeyguide, a bird whose males defend beehives because the females feed 
on their wax. As the females approach, the male defending the nest will 
mate with them. Harem mating structures are a type of polygynous system 
where certain males dominate mating while controlling a territory with 
resources. Elephant seals, where the alpha male dominates the mating 
within the group are an example. A third type of polygyny is a lek system. 
Here there is a communal courting area where several males perform 
elaborate displays for females, and the females choose their mate from this 
group. This behavior is observed in several bird species including the sage 
grouse and the prairie chicken. 


In polyandrous mating systems, one female mates with many males. These 
types of systems are much rarer than monogamous and polygynous mating 
systems. In pipefishes and seahorses, males receive the eggs from the 
female, fertilize them, protect them within a pouch, and give birth to the 
offspring ({link]). Therefore, the female is able to provide eggs to several 
males without the burden of carrying the fertilized eggs. 


Polyandrous mating, in which one female mates with 
many males, occurs in the (a) seahorse and the (b) 
pipefish. (credit a: modification of work by Brian 

Gratwicke; credit b: modification of work by Stephen 

Childs) 


Simple Learned Behaviors 


The majority of the behaviors previously discussed were innate or at least 
have an innate component (variations on the innate behaviors may be 
learned). They are inherited and the behaviors do not change in response to 
signals from the environment. Conversely, learned behaviors, even though 
they may have instinctive components, allow an organism to adapt to 
changes in the environment and are modified by previous experiences. 
Simple learned behaviors include habituation and imprinting—both are 
important to the maturation process of young animals. 


Habituation 


Habituation is a simple form of learning in which an animal stops 
responding to a stimulus after a period of repeated exposure. This is a form 
of non-associative learning, as the stimulus is not associated with any 
punishment or reward. Prairie dogs typically sound an alarm call when 
threatened by a predator, but they become habituated to the sound of human 
footsteps when no harm is associated with this sound, therefore, they no 
longer respond to them with an alarm call. In this example, habituation is 
specific to the sound of human footsteps, as the animals still respond to the 
sounds of potential predators. 


Imprinting 


Imprinting is a type of learning that occurs at a particular age or a life 
stage that is rapid and independent of the species involved. Hatchling ducks 
recognize the first adult they see, their mother, and make a bond with her. A 
familiar sight is ducklings walking or swimming after their mothers ([link]). 
This is another type of non-associative learning, but is very important in the 
maturation process of these animals as it encourages them to stay near their 
mother so they will be protected, greatly increasing their chances of 
survival. However, if newborn ducks see a human before they see their 
mother, they will imprint on the human and follow it in just the same 
manner as they would follow their real mother. 


The attachment of ducklings 
to their mother is an example 
of imprinting. (credit: 
modification of work by 
Mark Harkin) 


Note: 
Link to Learning 


The International Crane Foundation has helped raise the world’s 
population of whooping cranes from 21 individuals to about 600. 
Imprinting hatchlings has been a key to success: biologists wear full crane 
costumes so the birds never “see” humans. Watch this video to learn more. 
https://www.openstaxcollege.org/l/whooping crane 


Conditioned Behavior 


Conditioned behaviors are types of associative learning, where a stimulus 
becomes associated with a consequence. During operant conditioning, the 
behavioral response is modified by its consequences, with regards to its 
form, strength, or frequency. 


Classical Conditioning 


In classical conditioning, a response called the conditioned response is 
associated with a stimulus that it had previously not been associated with, 
the conditioned stimulus. The response to the original, unconditioned 
stimulus is called the unconditioned response. The most cited example of 
classical conditioning is Ivan Pavlov’s experiments with dogs ([link]). In 
Pavlov’s experiments, the unconditioned response was the salivation of 
dogs in response to the unconditioned stimulus of seeing or smelling their 
food. The conditioning stimulus that researchers associated with the 
unconditioned response was the ringing of a bell. During conditioning, 
every time the animal was given food, the bell was rung. This was repeated 
during several trials. After some time, the dog learned to associate the 
ringing of the bell with food and to respond by salivating. After the 
conditioning period was finished, the dog would respond by salivating 
when the bell was rung, even when the unconditioned stimulus, the food, 
was absent. Thus, the ringing of the bell became the conditioned stimulus 
and the salivation became the conditioned response. Although it is thought 
by some scientists that the unconditioned and conditioned responses are 
identical, even Pavlov discovered that the saliva in the conditioned dogs 
had characteristic differences when compared to the unconditioned dog. 


Unconditioned response: the dog Conditioning: every time the dog sees Conditioned response: the dog salivates 
salivates in response to seeing food. food, a bell is rung. in response to a bell being rung. 


In the classic Pavlovian response, the dog becomes 
conditioned to associate the ringing of the bell with food. 


It had been thought by some scientists that this type of conditioning 
required multiple exposures to the paired stimulus and response, but it is 
now known that this is not necessary in all cases, and that some 


conditioning can be learned in a single pairing experiment. Classical 
conditioning is a major tenet of behaviorism, a branch of psychological 
philosophy that proposes that all actions, thoughts, and emotions of living 
things are behaviors that can be treated by behavior modification and 
changes in the environment. 


Operant Conditioning 


In operant conditioning, the conditioned behavior is gradually modified by 
its consequences as the animal responds to the stimulus. A major proponent 
of such conditioning was psychologist B.F. Skinner, the inventor of the 
Skinner box. Skinner put rats in his boxes that contained a lever that would 
dispense food to the rat when depressed. While initially the rat would push 
the lever a few times by accident, it eventually associated pushing the lever 
with getting the food. This type of learning is an example of operant 
conditioning. Operant learning is the basis of most animal training. The 
conditioned behavior is continually modified by positive or negative 
reinforcement, often a reward such as food or some type of punishment, 
respectively. In this way, the animal is conditioned to associate a type of 
behavior with the punishment or reward, and, over time, can be induced to 
perform behaviors that they would not have done in the wild, such as the 
“tricks” dolphins perform at marine amusement park shows ([link]). 


The training of dolphins by 


rewarding them with food is an 
example of positive reinforcement 
operant conditioning. (credit: 
Roland Tanglao) 


Cognitive Learning 


Classical and operant conditioning are inefficient ways for humans and 
other intelligent animals to learn. Some primates, including humans, are 
able to learn by imitating the behavior of others and by taking instructions. 
The development of complex language by humans has made cognitive 
learning, the manipulation of information using the mind, the most 
prominent method of human learning. In fact, that is how students are 
learning right now by reading this book. As students read, they can make 
mental images of objects or organisms and imagine changes to them, or 
behaviors by them, and anticipate the consequences. In addition to visual 
processing, cognitive learning is also enhanced by remembering past 
experiences, touching physical objects, hearing sounds, tasting food, and a 
variety of other sensory-based inputs. Cognitive learning is so powerful that 
it can be used to understand conditioning in detail. In the reverse scenario, 
conditioning cannot help someone learn about cognition. 


Classic work on cognitive learning was done by Wolfgang Kohler with 
chimpanzees. He demonstrated that these animals were capable of abstract 
thought by showing that they could learn how to solve a puzzle. When a 
banana was hung in their cage too high for them to reach, and several boxes 
were placed randomly on the floor, some of the chimps were able to stack 
the boxes one on top of the other, climb on top of them, and get the banana. 
This implies that they could visualize the result of stacking the boxes even 
before they had performed the action. This type of learning is much more 
powerful and versatile than conditioning. 


Cognitive learning is not limited to primates, although they are the most 
efficient in using it. Maze running experiments done with rats by H.C. 
Blodgett in the 1920s were the first to show cognitive skills in a simple 


mammal. The motivation for the animals to work their way through the 
maze was a piece of food at its end. In these studies, the animals in Group I 
were run in one trial per day and had food available to them each day on 
completion of the run ({link]). Group II rats were not fed in the maze for the 
first six days and then subsequent runs were done with food for several days 
after. Group II rats had food available on the third day and every day 
thereafter. The results were that the control rats, Group I, learned quickly, 
and figured out how to run the maze in seven days. Group III did not learn 
much during the three days without food, but rapidly caught up to the 
control group when given the food reward. Group II learned very slowly for 
the six days with no reward to motivate them, and they did not begin to 
catch up to the control group until the day food was given, and then it took 
two days longer to learn the maze. 


—— Group |: Rewarded with food at completion 
of run 

—-—-— Group II: Not rewarded the first six days, 
but rewarded with food after day six 
Group Ill: Not rewarded the first three days, 
but rewarded with food after day three 
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Redrawn after H. C. Blodgett, The effect of the introduction of reward upon the maze performance of rats. Univ. Calif. Publ. 
Psychol., 1929, 4, No. 8, pages 117 and 120. 


Group I (the green solid line) found food at the 
end of each trial, group II (the blue dashed 
line) did not find food for the first 6 days, and 
group III (the red dotted line) did not find food 
during runs on the first three days. Notice that 
rats given food earlier learned faster and 
eventually caught up to the control group. The 


orange dots on the group II and III lines show 
the days when food rewards were added to the 
mazes. 


It may not be immediately obvious that this type of learning is different 
than conditioning. Although one might be tempted to believe that the rats 
simply learned how to find their way through a conditioned series of right 
and left turns, E.C. Tolman proved a decade later that the rats were making 
a representation of the maze in their minds, which he called a “cognitive 
map.” This was an early demonstration of the power of cognitive learning 
and how these abilities were not just limited to humans. 


Sociobiology 


Sociobiology is an interdisciplinary science originally popularized by social 
insect researcher E.O. Wilson in the 1970s. Wilson defined the science as 
“the extension of population biology and evolutionary theory to social 
organization.” {2°Mote!lThe main thrust of sociobiology is that animal and 
human behavior, including aggressiveness and other social interactions, can 
be explained almost solely in terms of genetics and natural selection. This 
science is controversial; noted scientist such as the late Stephen Jay Gould 
criticized the approach for ignoring the environmental effects on behavior. 
This is another example of the “nature versus nurture” debate of the role of 
genetics versus the role of environment in determining an organism’s 
characteristics. 

Edward O. Wilson. On Human Nature (1978; repr., Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2004), xx. 


Sociobiology also links genes with behaviors and has been associated with 
“biological determinism,” the belief that all behaviors are hardwired into 
our genes. No one disputes that certain behaviors can be inherited and that 
natural selection plays a role retaining them. It is the application of such 
principles to human behavior that sparks this controversy, which remains 
active today. 


Section Summary 


Behaviors are responses to stimuli. They can either be instinctual/innate 
behaviors, which are not influenced by the environment, or learned 
behaviors, which are influenced by environmental changes. Instinctual 
behaviors include mating systems and methods of communication. Learned 
behaviors include imprinting and habituation, conditioning, and, most 
powerfully, cognitive learning. Although the connection between behavior, 
genetics, and evolution is well established, the explanation of human 
behavior as entirely genetic is controversial. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


The ability of rats to learn how to run a maze is an example of 


a. imprinting 

b. classical conditioning 
c. operant conditioning 
d. cognitive learning 


Solution: 
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Exercise: 


Problem:The training of animals usually involves 


a. imprinting 

b. classical conditioning 
c. operant conditioning 
d. cognitive learning 


Solution: 


Cc 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


The sacrifice of the life of an individual so that the genes of relatives 
may be passed on is called 


a. operant learning 
b. kin selection 

c. kinesis 

d. imprinting 


Solution: 


B 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Describe Pavlov’s dog experiments as an example of classical 
conditioning. 


Solution: 


Dogs salivated in response to food. This was the unconditioned 
stimulus and response. Dogs exposed to food had a bell rung 
repeatedly at the same time, eventually learning to associate the bell 
with food. Over time, the dogs would salivate when the bell was rung, 
even in the absence of food. Thus, the bell became the conditioned 


stimulus, and the salivation in response to the bell became the 
conditioned response. 


Glossary 


aggressive display 
visual display by a species member to discourage other members of the 
same species or different species 


behavior 
change in an organism’s activities in response to a stimulus 


behavioral biology 
study of the biology and evolution of behavior 


classical conditioning 
association of a specific stimulus and response through conditioning 


cognitive learning 
knowledge and skills acquired by the manipulation of information in 
the mind 


conditioned behavior 
behavior that becomes associated with a specific stimulus through 
conditioning 


courtship display 
visual display used to attract a mate 


distraction display 
visual display used to distract predators away from a nesting site 


ethology 
biological study of animal behavior 


fixed action pattern 


series of instinctual behaviors that, once initiated, always goes to 
completion regardless of changes in the environment 


foraging 
behaviors species use to find food 


habituation 
ability of a species to ignore repeated stimuli that have no consequence 


imprinting 
identification of parents by newborns as the first organism they see 
after birth 


innate behavior 
instinctual behavior that is not altered by changes in the environment 


intersexual selection 
selection of a desirable mate of the opposite sex 


intrasexual selection 
competition between members of the same sex for a mate 


kin selection 
sacrificing one’s own life so that one’s genes will be passed on to 
future generations by relatives 


kinesis 
undirected movement of an organism in response to a stimulus 


learned behavior 
behavior that responds to changes in the environment 


migration 
long-range seasonal movement of animal species 


monogamy 
mating system whereby one male and one female remain coupled for 
at least one mating season 


operant conditioning 
learned behaviors in response to positive and/or negative 
reinforcement 


polyandry 
mating system where one female mates with many males 


polygyny 
mating system where one male mates with many females 


reflex action 
action in response to direct physical stimulation of a nerve 


signal 
method of communication between animals including those obtained 
by the senses of smell, hearing, sight, or touch 


taxis 
directed movement in response to a stimulus 


Introduction 
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In the 
southwester 
n United 
States, rainy 
weather 
causes an 
increase in 
production 
of pinyon 
nuts, causing 
the deer 
mouse 
population 
to explode. 
Deer mice 
may carry a 
virus called 
Sin Nombre 
(a 
hantavirus) 
that causes 
respiratory 
disease in 
humans and 
has a high 
fatality rate. 
In 1992— 
1993, wet El 
Nino 
weather 
caused a Sin 
Nombre 
epidemic. 
Navajo 


healers, who 
were aware 
of the link 
between this 
disease and 
weather, 
predicted the 
outbreak. 
(credit 
"highway": 
modification 
of work by 
Phillip 
Capper; 
credit 
"mouse": 
modification 
of work by 
USFWS) 


In 1993, an interesting example of ecosystem dynamics occurred when a 
rare lung disease struck inhabitants of the southwestern United States. This 
disease had an alarming rate of fatalities, killing more than half of early 
patients, many of whom were Native Americans. These formerly healthy 


young adults died from complete respiratory failure. The disease was 
unknown, and the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), the United States 
government agency responsible for managing potential epidemics, was 
brought in to investigate. The scientists could have learned about the 
disease had they known to talk with the Navajo healers who lived in the 
area and who had observed the connection between rainfall and mice 
populations, thereby predicting the 1993 outbreak. 


The cause of the disease, determined within a few weeks by the CDC 
investigators, was the hantavirus known as Sin Nombre, the virus with “no 
name.” With insights from traditional Navajo medicine, scientists were able 
to characterize the disease rapidly and institute effective health measures to 
prevent its spread. This example illustrates the importance of understanding 
the complexities of ecosystems and how they respond to changes in the 
environment. 


Ecology of Ecosystems 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Describe the basic types of ecosystems on Earth 

e Explain the methods that ecologists use to study ecosystem structure 
and dynamics 

e Identify the different methods of ecosystem modeling 

¢ Differentiate between food chains and food webs and recognize the 
importance of each 


Life in an ecosystem is often about competition for limited resources, a 
characteristic of the theory of natural selection. Competition in 
communities (all living things within specific habitats) is observed both 
within species and among different species. The resources for which 
organisms compete include organic material from living or previously 
living organisms, sunlight, and mineral nutrients, which provide the energy 
for living processes and the matter to make up organisms’ physical 
structures. Other critical factors influencing community dynamics are the 
components of its physical and geographic environment: a habitat’s latitude, 
amount of rainfall, topography (elevation), and available species. These are 
all important environmental variables that determine which organisms can 
exist within a particular area. 


An ecosystem is a community of living organisms and their interactions 
with their abiotic (non-living) environment. Ecosystems can be small, such 
as the tide pools found near the rocky shores of many oceans, or large, such 
as the Amazon Rainforest in Brazil ([link]). 


A (a) tidal pool ecosystem in Matinicus Island in 
Maine is a small ecosystem, while the (b) Amazon 
Rainforest in Brazil is a large ecosystem. (credit a: 

modification of work by “takomabibelot”/Flickr; credit 
b: modification of work by Ivan Mlinaric) 


There are three broad categories of ecosystems based on their general 
environment: freshwater, ocean water, and terrestrial. Within these broad 
categories are individual ecosystem types based on the organisms present 
and the type of environmental habitat. 


Ocean ecosystems are the most common, comprising 75 percent of the 
Earth's surface and consisting of three basic types: shallow ocean, deep 
ocean water, and deep ocean surfaces (the low depth areas of the deep 
oceans). The shallow ocean ecosystems include extremely biodiverse coral 
reef ecosystems, and the deep ocean surface is known for its large numbers 
of plankton and krill (small crustaceans) that support it. These two 
environments are especially important to aerobic respirators worldwide as 
the phytoplankton perform 40 percent of all photosynthesis on Earth. 
Although not as diverse as the other two, deep ocean ecosystems contain a 
wide variety of marine organisms. Such ecosystems exist even at the bottom 
of the ocean where light is unable to penetrate through the water. 


Freshwater ecosystems are the rarest, occurring on only 1.8 percent of the 
Earth's surface. Lakes, rivers, streams, and springs comprise these systems; 
they are quite diverse, and they support a variety of fish, amphibians, 
reptiles, insects, phytoplankton, fungi, and bacteria. 


Terrestrial ecosystems, also known for their diversity, are grouped into large 
categories called biomes, such as tropical rain forests, savannas, deserts, 
coniferous forests, deciduous forests, and tundra. Grouping these 
ecosystems into just a few biome categories obscures the great diversity of 
the individual ecosystems within them. For example, there is great variation 
in desert vegetation: the saguaro cacti and other plant life in the Sonoran 
Desert, in the United States, are relatively abundant compared to the 


desolate rocky desert of Boa Vista, an island off the coast of Western Africa 
({link]). 


(a) (b) 


Desert ecosystems, like all ecosystems, can vary 
greatly. The desert in (a) Saguaro National Park, 
Arizona, has abundant plant life, while the rocky desert 
of (b) Boa Vista island, Cape Verde, Africa, is devoid 
of plant life. (credit a: modification of work by Jay 
Galvin; credit b: modification of work by Ingo 
Wolbern) 


Ecosystems are complex with many interacting parts. They are routinely 
exposed to various disturbances, or changes in the environment that effect 
their compositions: yearly variations in rainfall and temperature and the 
slower processes of plant growth, which may take several years. Many of 
these disturbances are a result of natural processes. For example, when 
lightning causes a forest fire and destroys part of a forest ecosystem, the 
ground is eventually populated by grasses, then by bushes and shrubs, and 
later by mature trees, restoring the forest to its former state. The impact of 
environmental disturbances caused by human activities is as important as 
the changes wrought by natural processes. Human agricultural practices, air 
pollution, acid rain, global deforestation, overfishing, eutrophication, oil 
spills, and illegal dumping on land and into the ocean are all issues of 
concern to conservationists. 


Equilibrium is the steady state of an ecosystem where all organisms are in 
balance with their environment and with each other. In ecology, two 


parameters are used to measure changes in ecosystems: resistance and 
resilience. The ability of an ecosystem to remain at equilibrium in spite of 
disturbances is called resistance. The speed at which an ecosystem recovers 
equilibrium after being disturbed, called its resilience. Ecosystem resistance 
and resilience are especially important when considering human impact. 
The nature of an ecosystem may change to such a degree that it can lose its 
resilience entirely. This process can lead to the complete destruction or 
irreversible altering of the ecosystem. 


Food Chains and Food Webs 


The term “food chain” is sometimes used metaphorically to describe human 
social situations. In this sense, food chains are thought of as a competition 
for survival, such as “who eats whom?” Someone eats and someone is 
eaten. Therefore, it is not surprising that in our competitive “dog-eat-dog” 
society, individuals who are considered successful are seen as being at the 
top of the food chain, consuming all others for their benefit, whereas the 
less successful are seen as being at the bottom. 


The scientific understanding of a food chain is more precise than in its 
everyday usage. In ecology, a food chain is a linear sequence of organisms 
through which nutrients and energy pass: primary producers, primary 
consumers, and higher-level consumers are used to describe ecosystem 
structure and dynamics. There is a single path through the chain. Each 
organism in a food chain occupies what is called a trophic level. 
Depending on their role as producers or consumers, species or groups of 
species can be assigned to various trophic levels. 


In many ecosystems, the bottom of the food chain consists of 
photosynthetic organisms (plants and/or phytoplankton), which are called 
primary producers. The organisms that consume the primary producers 
are herbivores: the primary consumers. Secondary consumers are usually 
carnivores that eat the primary consumers. Tertiary consumers are 
carnivores that eat other carnivores. Higher-level consumers feed on the 
next lower tropic levels, and so on, up to the organisms at the top of the 
food chain: the apex consumers. In the Lake Ontario food chain shown in 


[link], the Chinook salmon is the apex consumer at the top of this food 
chain. 


ORGANISM TROPHIC LEVEL 


Chinook salmon 


Slimy sculpin 


t 


Mollusks 


tt 


Green algae 


These are the trophic levels 
of a food chain in Lake 
Ontario at the United States- 
Canada border. Energy and 
nutrients flow from 
photosynthetic green algae at 
the bottom to the top of the 


food chain: the Chinook 
salmon. 


One major factor that limits the length of food chains is energy. Energy is 
lost as heat between each trophic level due to the second law of 
thermodynamics. Thus, after a limited number of trophic energy transfers, 
the amount of energy remaining in the food chain may not be great enough 
to support viable populations at yet a higher trophic level. 


The loss of energy between trophic levels is illustrated by the pioneering 
studies of Howard T. Odum in the Silver Springs, Florida, ecosystem in the 
1940s ([link]). The primary producers generated 20,819 kcal/m?/yr 
(kilocalories per square meter per year), the primary consumers generated 
3368 kcal/m?/yr, the secondary consumers generated 383 kcal/m?/yr, and 
the tertiary consumers only generated 21 kcal/m?/yr. Thus, there is little 
energy remaining for another level of consumers in this ecosystem. 


Tertiary (apex) 
consumers 


Secondary consumers 


Primary consumers 


Primary producers 


5,000 10,000 15,000 
Energy content (kcal/m2/yr) 


The relative energy in trophic levels in a Silver 
Springs, Florida, ecosystem is shown. Each 
trophic level has less energy available and 
supports fewer organisms at the next level. 


There is a one problem when using food chains to accurately describe most 
ecosystems. Even when all organisms are grouped into appropriate trophic 
levels, some of these organisms can feed on species from more than one 
trophic level; likewise, some of these organisms can be eaten by species 
from multiple trophic levels. In other words, the linear model of 
ecosystems, the food chain, is not completely descriptive of ecosystem 
structure. A holistic model—which accounts for all the interactions between 
different species and their complex interconnected relationships with each 
other and with the environment—is a more accurate and descriptive model 
for ecosystems. A food web is a graphic representation of a holistic, non- 
linear web of primary producers, primary consumers, and higher-level 
consumers used to describe ecosystem structure and dynamics ([link]). 


Greg aigad 
a Blue-green algae 


This food web shows the interactions between organisms across 
trophic levels in the Lake Ontario ecosystem. Primary producers 
are outlined in green, primary consumers in orange, secondary 
consumers in blue, and tertiary (apex) consumers in purple. 
Arrows point from an organism that is consumed to the organism 
that consumes it. Notice how some lines point to more than one 
trophic level. For example, the opossum shrimp eats both primary 
producers and primary consumers. (credit: NOAA, GLERL) 


A comparison of the two types of structural ecosystem models shows 
strength in both. Food chains are more flexible for analytical modeling, are 
easier to follow, and are easier to experiment with, whereas food web 
models more accurately represent ecosystem structure and dynamics, and 
data can be directly used as input for simulation modeling. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Head to this online interactive simulator to investigate food web function. 
In the Interactive Labs box, under Food Web, click Step 1. Read the 
instructions first, and then click Step 2 for additional instructions. When 
you are ready to create a simulation, in the upper-right corner of the 
Interactive Labs box, click OPEN SIMULATOR. 


Two general types of food webs are often shown interacting within a single 
ecosystem. A grazing food web (such as the Lake Ontario food web in 
[link]) has plants or other photosynthetic organisms at its base, followed by 
herbivores and various carnivores. A detrital food web consists of a base 
of organisms that feed on decaying organic matter (dead organisms), called 
decomposers or detritivores. These organisms are usually bacteria or fungi 
that recycle organic material back into the biotic part of the ecosystem as 
they themselves are consumed by other organisms. As all ecosystems 
require a method to recycle material from dead organisms, most grazing 
food webs have an associated detrital food web. For example, in a meadow 
ecosystem, plants may support a grazing food web of different organisms, 
primary and other levels of consumers, while at the same time supporting a 


detrital food web of bacteria, fungi, and detrivorous invertebrates feeding 
off dead plants and animals. 


Note: 

Evolution Conenction 

Three-spined Stickleback 

It is well established by the theory of natural selection that changes in the 
environment play a major role in the evolution of species within an 
ecosystem. However, little is known about how the evolution of species 
within an ecosystem can alter the ecosystem environment. In 2009, Dr. 
Luke Harmon, from the University of Idaho in Moscow, published a paper 
that for the first time showed that the evolution of organisms into 
subspecies can have direct effects on their ecosystem environment.!omote] 
Nature (Vol. 458, April 1, 2009) 

The three-spines stickleback (Gasterosteus aculeatus) is a freshwater fish 
that evolved from a saltwater fish to live in freshwater lakes about 10,000 
years ago, which is considered a recent development in evolutionary time 
({link]). Over the last 10,000 years, these freshwater fish then became 
isolated from each other in different lakes. Depending on which lake 
population was studied, findings showed that these sticklebacks then either 
remained as one species or evolved into two species. The divergence of 
species was made possible by their use of different areas of the pond for 
feeding called micro niches. 

Dr. Harmon and his team created artificial pond microcosms in 250-gallon 
tanks and added muck from freshwater ponds as a source of zooplankton 
and other invertebrates to sustain the fish. In different experimental tanks 
they introduced one species of stickleback from either a single-species or 
double-species lake. 

Over time, the team observed that some of the tanks bloomed with algae 
while others did not. This puzzled the scientists, and they decided to 
measure the water's dissolved organic carbon (DOC), which consists of 
mostly large molecules of decaying organic matter that give pond-water its 
slightly brownish color. It turned out that the water from the tanks with 
two-species fish contained larger particles of DOC (and hence darker 
water) than water with single-species fish. This increase in DOC blocked 


the sunlight and prevented algal blooming. Conversely, the water from the 
single-species tank contained smaller DOC particles, allowing more 
sunlight penetration to fuel the algal blooms. 

This change in the environment, which is due to the different feeding 
habits of the stickleback species in each lake type, probably has a great 
impact on the survival of other species in these ecosystems, especially 
other photosynthetic organisms. Thus, the study shows that, at least in 
these ecosystems, the environment and the evolution of populations have 
reciprocal effects that may now be factored into simulation models. 


The three-spined stickleback 
evolved from a saltwater fish to 
freshwater fish. (credit: Barrett 

Paul, USFWS) 


Research into Ecosystem Dynamics: Ecosystem 
Experimentation and Modeling 


The study of the changes in ecosystem structure caused by changes in the 
environment (disturbances) or by internal forces is called ecosystem 
dynamics. Ecosystems are characterized using a variety of research 
methodologies. Some ecologists study ecosystems using controlled 
experimental systems, while some study entire ecosystems in their natural 
state, and others use both approaches. 


A holistic ecosystem model attempts to quantify the composition, 
interaction, and dynamics of entire ecosystems; it is the most representative 
of the ecosystem in its natural state. A food web is an example of a holistic 
ecosystem model. However, this type of study is limited by time and 
expense, as well as the fact that it is neither feasible nor ethical to do 
experiments on large natural ecosystems. To quantify all different species in 
an ecosystem and the dynamics in their habitat is difficult, especially when 
studying large habitats such as the Amazon Rainforest, which covers 1.4 
billion acres (5.5 million km?) of the Earth’s surface. 


For these reasons, scientists study ecosystems under more controlled 
conditions. Experimental systems usually involve either partitioning a part 
of a natural ecosystem that can be used for experiments, termed a 
mesocosm, or by re-creating an ecosystem entirely in an indoor or outdoor 
laboratory environment, which is referred to as a microcosm. A major 
limitation to these approaches is that removing individual organisms from 
their natural ecosystem or altering a natural ecosystem through partitioning 
may change the dynamics of the ecosystem. These changes are often due to 
differences in species numbers and diversity and also to environment 
alterations caused by partitioning (mesocosm) or re-creating (microcosm) 
the natural habitat. Thus, these types of experiments are not totally 
predictive of changes that would occur in the ecosystem from which they 
were gathered. 


As both of these approaches have their limitations, some ecologists suggest 
that results from these experimental systems should be used only in 
conjunction with holistic ecosystem studies to obtain the most 
representative data about ecosystem structure, function, and dynamics. 


Scientists use the data generated by these experimental studies to develop 
ecosystem models that demonstrate the structure and dynamics of 
ecosystems. Three basic types of ecosystem modeling are routinely used in 
research and ecosystem management: a conceptual model, an analytical 
model, and a simulation model. A conceptual model is an ecosystem 
model that consists of flow charts to show interactions of different 
compartments of the living and nonliving components of the ecosystem. A 
conceptual model describes ecosystem structure and dynamics and shows 


how environmental disturbances affect the ecosystem; however, its ability 
to predict the effects of these disturbances is limited. Analytical and 
simulation models, in contrast, are mathematical methods of describing 
ecosystems that are indeed capable of predicting the effects of potential 
environmental changes without direct experimentation, although with some 
limitations as to accuracy. An analytical model is an ecosystem model that 
is created using simple mathematical formulas to predict the effects of 
environmental disturbances on ecosystem structure and dynamics. A 
simulation model is an ecosystem model that is created using complex 
computer algorithms to holistically model ecosystems and to predict the 
effects of environmental disturbances on ecosystem structure and dynamics. 
Ideally, these models are accurate enough to determine which components 
of the ecosystem are particularly sensitive to disturbances, and they can 
serve as a guide to ecosystem managers (such as conservation ecologists or 
fisheries biologists) in the practical maintenance of ecosystem health. 


Conceptual Models 


Conceptual models are useful for describing ecosystem structure and 
dynamics and for demonstrating the relationships between different 
organisms in a community and their environment. Conceptual models are 
usually depicted graphically as flow charts. The organisms and their 
resources are grouped into specific compartments with arrows showing the 
relationship and transfer of energy or nutrients between them. Thus, these 
diagrams are sometimes called compartment models. 


To model the cycling of mineral nutrients, organic and inorganic nutrients 
are subdivided into those that are bioavailable (ready to be incorporated into 
biological macromolecules) and those that are not. For example, in a 
terrestrial ecosystem near a deposit of coal, carbon will be available to the 
plants of this ecosystem as carbon dioxide gas in a short-term period, not 
from the carbon-rich coal itself. However, over a longer period, 
microorganisms capable of digesting coal will incorporate its carbon or 
release it as natural gas (methane, CH,), changing this unavailable organic 
source into an available one. This conversion is greatly accelerated by the 
combustion of fossil fuels by humans, which releases large amounts of 


carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. This is thought to be a major factor in 
the rise of the atmospheric carbon dioxide levels in the industrial age. The 
carbon dioxide released from burning fossil fuels is produced faster than 
photosynthetic organisms can use it. This process is intensified by the 
reduction of photosynthetic trees because of worldwide deforestation. Most 
scientists agree that high atmospheric carbon dioxide is a major cause of 
global climate change. 


Conceptual models are also used to show the flow of energy through 
particular ecosystems. [link] is based on Howard T. Odum’s classical study 
of the Silver Springs, Florida, holistic ecosystem in the mid-twentieth 
century, |!omote] This study shows the energy content and transfer between 
various ecosystem compartments. 

Howard T. Odum, “Trophic Structure and Productivity of Silver Springs, 
Florida,” Ecological Monographs 27, no. 1 (1957): 47-112. 


Note: 
Art Connection 


Primary producers 
13,187 20,810 
7,618 4,250 


2,265 3,368 
1,103 720 


Secondary consumers 
272 383 


to decomposers 


respiration + heat 


Tertiary consumers 
16 Pal 


5,060 5,060 


Total heat and respiration 
20,810 


Gross productivity 
Net productivity 


This conceptual model shows 
the flow of energy through a 
spring ecosystem in Silver 
Springs, Florida. Notice that 
the energy decreases with 
each increase in trophic level. 


Why do you think the value for gross productivity of the primary producers 
is the same as the value for total heat and respiration (20,810 kcal/m?/yr)? 


Analytical and Simulation Models 


The major limitation of conceptual models is their inability to predict the 
consequences of changes in ecosystem species and/or environment. 
Ecosystems are dynamic entities and subject to a variety of abiotic and 
biotic disturbances caused by natural forces and/or human activity. 
Ecosystems altered from their initial equilibrium state can often recover 
from such disturbances and return to a state of equilibrium. As most 
ecosystems are subject to periodic disturbances and are often in a state of 
change, they are usually either moving toward or away from their 
equilibrium state. There are many of these equilibrium states among the 
various components of an ecosystem, which affects the ecosystem overall. 
Furthermore, as humans have the ability to greatly and rapidly alter the 
species content and habitat of an ecosystem, the need for predictive models 
that enable understanding of how ecosystems respond to these changes 
becomes more crucial. 


Analytical models often use simple, linear components of ecosystems, such 
as food chains, and are known to be complex mathematically; therefore, 
they require a significant amount of mathematical knowledge and expertise. 
Although analytical models have great potential, their simplification of 
complex ecosystems is thought to limit their accuracy. Simulation models 
that use computer programs are better able to deal with the complexities of 
ecosystem structure. 


A recent development in simulation modeling uses supercomputers to 
create and run individual-based simulations, which accounts for the 
behavior of individual organisms and their effects on the ecosystem as a 
whole. These simulations are considered to be the most accurate and 
predictive of the complex responses of ecosystems to disturbances. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Visit The Darwin Project to view a variety of ecosystem models. 


Section Summary 


Ecosystems exist on land, at sea, in the air, and underground. Different 
ways of modeling ecosystems are necessary to understand how 
environmental disturbances will affect ecosystem structure and dynamics. 
Conceptual models are useful to show the general relationships between 
organisms and the flow of materials or energy between them. Analytical 
models are used to describe linear food chains, and simulation models work 
best with holistic food webs. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


[link] Why do you think the value for gross productivity of the primary 
producers is the same as the value for total heat and respiration (20,810 
kcal/m?/yr)? 


Solution: 


[link] According to the first law of thermodynamics, energy can 
neither be created nor destroyed. Eventually, all energy consumed by 
living systems is lost as heat or used for respiration, and the total 
energy output of the system must equal the energy that went into it. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


The ability of an ecosystem to return to its equilibrium state after an 
environmental disturbance is called 


a. resistance 
b. restoration 
c. reformation 
d. resilience 


Solution: 


D 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


A re-created ecosystem in a laboratory environment is known as a 


a. mesocosm 
b. simulation 
c. microcosm 
d. reproduction 


Solution: 


C 


Exercise: 


Problem:Decomposers are associated with which class of food web? 


a. grazing 
b. detrital 
c. inverted 
d. aquatic 


Solution: 


B 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


The primary producers in an ocean grazing food web are usually 


a. plants 

b. animals 

c. fungi 

d. phytoplankton 


Solution: 


D 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


What term describes the use of mathematical equations in the 
modeling of linear aspects of ecosystems? 


a. analytical modeling 

b. simulation modeling 

c. conceptual modeling 

d. individual-based modeling 


Solution: 


A 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


The position of an organism along a food chain is known as its 


a. locus 

b. location 

c. trophic level 
d. microcosm 


Solution: 


C 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Compare and contrast food chains and food webs. What are the 
strengths of each concept in describing ecosystems? 


Solution: 


Food webs show interacting groups of different species and their many 
interconnections with each other and the environment. Food chains are 
linear aspects of food webs that describe the succession of organisms 
consuming one another at defined trophic levels. Food webs are a 
more accurate representation of the structure and dynamics of an 
ecosystem. Food chains are easier to model and use for experimental 
studies. 


Exercise: 


Problem: Describe freshwater, ocean, and terrestrial ecosystems. 
Solution: 


Freshwater ecosystems are the rarest, but have great diversity of 
freshwater fish and other aquatic life. Ocean ecosystems are the most 
common and are responsible for much of the photosynthesis that 
occurs on Earth. Terrestrial ecosystems are very diverse; they are 
grouped based on their species and environment (biome), which 
includes forests, deserts, and tundras. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Compare grazing and detrital food webs. Why would they both be 
present in the same ecosystem? 


Solution: 


Grazing food webs have a primary producer at their base, which is 
either a plant for terrestrial ecosystems or a phytoplankton for aquatic 
ecosystems. The producers pass their energy to the various trophic 
levels of consumers. At the base of detrital food webs are the 
decomposers, which pass this energy to a variety of other consumers. 
Detrital food webs are important for the health of many grazing food 
webs because they eliminate dead and decaying organic material, thus, 
clearing space for new organisms and removing potential causes of 
disease. By breaking down dead organic matter, decomposers also 
make mineral nutrients available to primary producers; this process is 
a Vital link in nutrient cycling. 


Glossary 
analytical model 


ecosystem model that is created with mathematical formulas to predict 
the effects of environmental disturbances on ecosystem structure and 


dynamics 


apex consumer 
organism at the top of the food chain 


conceptual model 
(also, compartment models) ecosystem model that consists of flow 
charts that show the interactions of different compartments of the 
living and non-living components of the ecosystem 


detrital food web 
type of food web in which the primary consumers consist of 
decomposers; these are often associated with grazing food webs within 
the same ecosystem 


ecosystem 
community of living organisms and their interactions with their abiotic 
environment 


ecosystem dynamics 
study of the changes in ecosystem structure caused by changes in the 
environment or internal forces 


equilibrium 
steady state of an ecosystem where all organisms are in balance with 
their environment and each other 


food chain 
linear representation of a chain of primary producers, primary 
consumers, and higher-level consumers used to describe ecosystem 
structure and dynamics 


food web 
graphic representation of a holistic, non-linear web of primary 
producers, primary consumers, and higher-level consumers used to 
describe ecosystem structure and dynamics 


grazing food web 


type of food web in which the primary producers are either plants on 
land or phytoplankton in the water; often associated with a detrital 
food web within the same ecosystem 


holistic ecosystem model 
study that attempts to quantify the composition, interactions, and 
dynamics of entire ecosystems; often limited by economic and 
logistical difficulties, depending on the ecosystem 


mesocosm 
portion of a natural ecosystem to be used for experiments 


microcosm 
re-creation of natural ecosystems entirely in a laboratory environment 
to be used for experiments 


primary consumer 
trophic level that obtains its energy from the primary producers of an 
ecosystem 


primary producer 
trophic level that obtains its energy from sunlight, inorganic chemicals, 
or dead and/or decaying organic material 


resilience (ecological) 
speed at which an ecosystem recovers equilibrium after being 
disturbed 


resistance (ecological) 
ability of an ecosystem to remain at equilibrium in spite of 
disturbances 


secondary consumer 
usually a carnivore that eat primary consumers 


simulation model 
ecosystem model that is created with computer programs to holistically 
model ecosystems and to predict the effects of environmental 


disturbances on ecosystem structure and dynamics 


tertiary consumer 
carnivore that eat other carnivores 


trophic level 
position of a species or group of species in a food chain or a food web 


Energy Flow through Ecosystems 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Describe how organisms acquire energy in a food web and in 
associated food chains 

e Explain how the efficiency of energy transfers between trophic levels 
affects ecosystem structure and dynamics 

e Discuss trophic levels and how ecological pyramids are used to model 
them 


All living things require energy in one form or another. Energy is required 
by most complex metabolic pathways (often in the form of adenosine 
triphosphate, ATP), especially those responsible for building large 
molecules from smaller compounds, and life itself is an energy-driven 
process. Living organisms would not be able to assemble macromolecules 
(proteins, lipids, nucleic acids, and complex carbohydrates) from their 
monomeric subunits without a constant energy input. 


It is important to understand how organisms acquire energy and how that 
energy is passed from one organism to another through food webs and their 
constituent food chains. Food webs illustrate how energy flows 
directionally through ecosystems, including how efficiently organisms 
acquire it, use it, and how much remains for use by other organisms of the 
food web. 


How Organisms Acquire Energy in a Food Web 


Energy is acquired by living things in three ways: photosynthesis, 
chemosynthesis, and the consumption and digestion of other living or 
previously living organisms by heterotrophs. 


Photosynthetic and chemosynthetic organisms are both grouped into a 
category known as autotrophs: organisms capable of synthesizing their own 
food (more specifically, capable of using inorganic carbon as a carbon 
source). Photosynthetic autotrophs (photoautotrophs) use sunlight as an 
energy source, whereas chemosynthetic autotrophs (chemoautotrophs) use 
inorganic molecules as an energy source. Autotrophs are critical for all 


ecosystems. Without these organisms, energy would not be available to 
other living organisms and life itself would not be possible. 


Photoautotrophs, such as plants, algae, and photosynthetic bacteria, serve as 
the energy source for a majority of the world’s ecosystems. These 
ecosystems are often described by grazing food webs. Photoautotrophs 
harness the solar energy of the sun by converting it to chemical energy in 
the form of ATP (and NADP). The energy stored in ATP is used to 
synthesize complex organic molecules, such as glucose. 


Chemoautotrophs are primarily bacteria that are found in rare ecosystems 
where sunlight is not available, such as in those associated with dark caves 
or hydrothermal vents at the bottom of the ocean ({link]). Many 
chemoautotrophs in hydrothermal vents use hydrogen sulfide (HS), which 
is released from the vents as a source of chemical energy. This allows 
chemoautotrophs to synthesize complex organic molecules, such as glucose, 
for their own energy and in turn supplies energy to the rest of the 
ecosystem. 


Swimming shrimp, a few squat lobsters, 
and hundreds of vent mussels are seen at a 
hydrothermal vent at the bottom of the 


ocean. As no sunlight penetrates to this 
depth, the ecosystem is supported by 
chemoautotrophic bacteria and organic 
material that sinks from the ocean’s 
surface. This picture was taken in 2006 at 
the submerged NW Eifuku volcano off 
the coast of Japan by the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA). The summit of this highly 
active volcano lies 1535 m below the 
surface. 


Productivity within Trophic Levels 


Productivity within an ecosystem can be defined as the percentage of 
energy entering the ecosystem incorporated into biomass in a particular 
trophic level. Biomass is the total mass, in a unit area at the time of 
measurement, of living or previously living organisms within a trophic 
level. Ecosystems have characteristic amounts of biomass at each trophic 
level. For example, in the English Channel ecosystem the primary 
producers account for a biomass of 4 g/m? (grams per meter squared), while 
the primary consumers exhibit a biomass of 21 g/m. 


The productivity of the primary producers is especially important in any 
ecosystem because these organisms bring energy to other living organisms 
by photoautotrophy or chemoautotrophy. The rate at which photosynthetic 
primary producers incorporate energy from the sun is called gross primary 
productivity. An example of gross primary productivity is shown in the 
compartment diagram of energy flow within the Silver Springs aquatic 
ecosystem as shown ([link]). In this ecosystem, the total energy 
accumulated by the primary producers (gross primary productivity) was 
shown to be 20,810 kcal/m?/yr. 


Because all organisms need to use some of this energy for their own 
functions (like respiration and resulting metabolic heat loss) scientists often 


refer to the net primary productivity of an ecosystem. Net primary 
productivity is the energy that remains in the primary producers after 
accounting for the organisms’ respiration and heat loss. The net 
productivity is then available to the primary consumers at the next trophic 
level. In our Silver Spring example, 13,187 of the 20,810 kcal/m?/yr were 
used for respiration or were lost as heat, leaving 7,632 kcal/m?/yr of energy 
for use by the primary consumers. 


Ecological Efficiency: The Transfer of Energy between Trophic 
Levels 


As illustrated in [link], large amounts of energy are lost from the ecosystem 
from one trophic level to the next level as energy flows from the primary 
producers through the various trophic levels of consumers and 
decomposers. The main reason for this loss is the second law of 
thermodynamics, which states that whenever energy is converted from one 
form to another, there is a tendency toward disorder (entropy) in the system. 
In biologic systems, this means a great deal of energy is lost as metabolic 
heat when the organisms from one trophic level consume the next level. In 
the Silver Springs ecosystem example ([link]), we see that the primary 
consumers produced 1103 kcal/m?/yr from the 7618 kcal/m?/yr of energy 
available to them from the primary producers. The measurement of energy 
transfer efficiency between two successive trophic levels is termed the 
trophic level transfer efficiency (TLTE) and is defined by the formula: 
Equation: 


production at present trophic level 


TLTE = x 100 


production at previous trophic level 


In Silver Springs, the TLTE between the first two trophic levels was 
approximately 14.8 percent. The low efficiency of energy transfer between 
trophic levels is usually the major factor that limits the length of food 
chains observed in a food web. The fact is, after four to six energy transfers, 
there is not enough energy left to support another trophic level. In the Lake 
Ontario example shown in [link], only three energy transfers occurred 


between the primary producer, (green algae), and the apex consumer 
(Chinook salmon). 


Ecologists have many different methods of measuring energy transfers 
within ecosystems. Some transfers are easier or more difficult to measure 
depending on the complexity of the ecosystem and how much access 
scientists have to observe the ecosystem. In other words, some ecosystems 
are more difficult to study than others, and sometimes the quantification of 
energy transfers has to be estimated. 


Another main parameter that is important in characterizing energy flow 
within an ecosystem is the net production efficiency. Net production 
efficiency (NPE) allows ecologists to quantify how efficiently organisms of 
a particular trophic level incorporate the energy they receive into biomass; 
it is calculated using the following formula: 

Equation: 


net consumer productivity 


NPE = x 100 


assimilation 


Net consumer productivity is the energy content available to the 
organisms of the next trophic level. Assimilation is the biomass (energy 
content generated per unit area) of the present trophic level after accounting 
for the energy lost due to incomplete ingestion of food, energy used for 
respiration, and energy lost as waste. Incomplete ingestion refers to the fact 
that some consumers eat only a part of their food. For example, when a lion 
kills an antelope, it will eat everything except the hide and bones. The lion 
is missing the energy-rich bone marrow inside the bone, so the lion does not 
make use of all the calories its prey could provide. 


Thus, NPE measures how efficiently each trophic level uses and 
incorporates the energy from its food into biomass to fuel the next trophic 
level. In general, cold-blooded animals (ectotherms), such as invertebrates, 
fish, amphibians, and reptiles, use less of the energy they obtain for 
respiration and heat than warm-blooded animals (endotherms), such as 
birds and mammals. The extra heat generated in endotherms, although an 
advantage in terms of the activity of these organisms in colder 


environments, is a major disadvantage in terms of NPE. Therefore, many 
endotherms have to eat more often than ectotherms to get the energy they 
need for survival. In general, NPE for ectotherms is an order of magnitude 
(10x) higher than for endotherms. For example, the NPE for a caterpillar 
eating leaves has been measured at 18 percent, whereas the NPE for a 
squirrel eating acorns may be as low as 1.6 percent. 


The inefficiency of energy use by warm-blooded animals has broad 
implications for the world's food supply. It is widely accepted that the meat 
industry uses large amounts of crops to feed livestock, and because the NPE 
is low, much of the energy from animal feed is lost. For example, it costs 
about 1¢ to produce 1000 dietary calories (kcal) of corn or soybeans, but 
approximately $0.19 to produce a similar number of calories growing cattle 
for beef consumption. The same energy content of milk from cattle is also 
costly, at approximately $0.16 per 1000 kcal. Much of this difference is due 
to the low NPE of cattle. Thus, there has been a growing movement 
worldwide to promote the consumption of non-meat and non-dairy foods so 
that less energy is wasted feeding animals for the meat industry. 


Modeling Ecosystems Energy Flow: Ecological Pyramids 


The structure of ecosystems can be visualized with ecological pyramids, 
which were first described by the pioneering studies of Charles Elton in the 
1920s. Ecological pyramids show the relative amounts of various 
parameters (such as number of organisms, energy, and biomass) across 
trophic levels. 


Pyramids of numbers can be either upright or inverted, depending on the 
ecosystem. As shown in [link], typical grassland during the summer has a 
base of many plants and the numbers of organisms decrease at each trophic 
level. However, during the summer in a temperate forest, the base of the 
pyramid consists of few trees compared with the number of primary 
consumers, mostly insects. Because trees are large, they have great 
photosynthetic capability, and dominate other plants in this ecosystem to 
obtain sunlight. Even in smaller numbers, primary producers in forests are 
still capable of supporting other trophic levels. 


Another way to visualize ecosystem structure is with pyramids of biomass. 
This pyramid measures the amount of energy converted into living tissue at 
the different trophic levels. Using the Silver Springs ecosystem example, 
this data exhibits an upright biomass pyramid ([link]), whereas the pyramid 
from the English Channel example is inverted. The plants (primary 
producers) of the Silver Springs ecosystem make up a large percentage of 
the biomass found there. However, the phytoplankton in the English 
Channel example make up less biomass than the primary consumers, the 
zooplankton. As with inverted pyramids of numbers, this inverted pyramid 
is not due to a lack of productivity from the primary producers, but results 
from the high turnover rate of the phytoplankton. The phytoplankton are 
consumed rapidly by the primary consumers, thus, minimizing their 
biomass at any particular point in time. However, phytoplankton reproduce 
quickly, thus they are able to support the rest of the ecosystem. 


Pyramid ecosystem modeling can also be used to show energy flow through 
the trophic levels. Notice that these numbers are the same as those used in 
the energy flow compartment diagram in [link]. Pyramids of energy are 
always upright, and an ecosystem without sufficient primary productivity 
cannot be supported. All types of ecological pyramids are useful for 
characterizing ecosystem structure. However, in the study of energy flow 
through the ecosystem, pyramids of energy are the most consistent and 
representative models of ecosystem structure ((Link]). 


Note: 
Art Connection 


A. Biomass (dry mass, g/m?) 
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Ecological pyramids depict the (a) biomass, (b) number of 
organisms, and (c) energy in each trophic level. 


Pyramids depicting the number of organisms or biomass may be inverted, 
upright, or even diamond-shaped. Energy pyramids, however, are always 
upright. Why? 


Consequences of Food Webs: Biological Magnification 


One of the most important environmental consequences of ecosystem 
dynamics is biomagnification. Biomagnification is the increasing 
concentration of persistent, toxic substances in organisms at each trophic 
level, from the primary producers to the apex consumers. Many substances 
have been shown to bioaccumulate, including classical studies with the 
pesticide dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT), which was published in 
the 1960s bestseller, Silent Spring, by Rachel Carson. DDT was a 


commonly used pesticide before its dangers became known. In some 
aquatic ecosystems, organisms from each trophic level consumed many 
organisms of the lower level, which caused DDT to increase in birds (apex 
consumers) that ate fish. Thus, the birds accumulated sufficient amounts of 
DDT to cause fragility in their eggshells. This effect increased egg breakage 
during nesting and was shown to have adverse effects on these bird 
populations. The use of DDT was banned in the United States in the 1970s. 


Other substances that biomagnify are polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), 
which were used in coolant liquids in the United States until their use was 
banned in 1979, and heavy metals, such as mercury, lead, and cadmium. 
These substances were best studied in aquatic ecosystems, where fish 
species at different trophic levels accumulate toxic substances brought 
through the ecosystem by the primary producers. As illustrated in a study 
performed by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) in the Saginaw Bay of Lake Huron ((link]), PCB concentrations 
increased from the ecosystem’s primary producers (phytoplankton) through 
the different trophic levels of fish species. The apex consumer (walleye) has 
more than four times the amount of PCBs compared to phytoplankton. 
Also, based on results from other studies, birds that eat these fish may have 
PCB levels at least one order of magnitude higher than those found in the 
lake fish. 
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This chart shows the PCB 
concentrations found at the 
various trophic levels in the 

Saginaw Bay ecosystem of Lake 
Huron. Numbers on the x-axis 
reflect enrichment with heavy 

isotopes of nitrogen (1°N), which 
is a marker for increasing trophic 
level. Notice that the fish in the 
higher trophic levels accumulate 
more PCBs than those in lower 
trophic levels. (credit: Patricia Van 
Hoof, NOAA, GLERL) 


Other concerns have been raised by the accumulation of heavy metals, such 
as mercury and cadmium, in certain types of seafood. The United States 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) recommends that pregnant women 
and young children should not consume any swordfish, shark, king 
mackerel, or tilefish because of their high mercury content. These 
individuals are advised to eat fish low in mercury: salmon, tilapia, shrimp, 


pollock, and catfish. Biomagnification is a good example of how ecosystem 
dynamics can affect our everyday lives, even influencing the food we eat. 


Section Summary 


Organisms in an ecosystem acquire energy in a variety of ways, which is 
transferred between trophic levels as the energy flows from the bottom to 
the top of the food web, with energy being lost at each transfer. The 
efficiency of these transfers is important for understanding the different 
behaviors and eating habits of warm-blooded versus cold-blooded animals. 
Modeling of ecosystem energy is best done with ecological pyramids of 
energy, although other ecological pyramids provide other vital information 
about ecosystem structure. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


[link] Pyramids depicting the number of organisms or biomass may be 
inverted, upright, or even diamond-shaped. Energy pyramids, however, 
are always upright. Why? 


Solution: 


[link] Pyramids of organisms may be inverted or diamond-shaped 
because a large organism, such as a tree, can sustain many smaller 
organisms. Likewise, a low biomass of organisms can sustain a larger 
biomass at the next trophic level because the organisms reproduce 
rapidly and thus supply continuous nourishment. Energy pyramids, 
however, must always be upright because of the laws of 
thermodynamics. The first law of thermodynamics states that energy 
can neither be created nor destroyed; thus, each trophic level must 
acquire energy from the trophic level below. The second law of 
thermodynamics states that, during the transfer of energy, some energy 


is always lost as heat; thus, less energy is available at each higher 
trophic level. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


The weight of living organisms in an ecosystem at a particular point in 
time is called: 


a. energy 

b. production 
c. entropy 

d. biomass 


Solution: 


D 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


Which term describes the process whereby toxic substances increase 
along trophic levels of an ecosystem? 


a. biomassification 
b. biomagnification 
c. bioentropy 

d. heterotrophy 


Solution: 


B 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Organisms that can make their own food using inorganic molecules are 
called: 


a. autotrophs 

b. heterotrophs 

c. photoautotrophs 
d. chemoautotrophs 


Solution: 


D 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


In the English Channel ecosystem, the number of primary producers is 
smaller than the number of primary consumers because 


a. the apex consumers have a low turnover rate 

b. the primary producers have a low turnover rate 
c. the primary producers have a high turnover rate 
d. the primary consumers have a high turnover rate 


Solution: 


C 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


What law of chemistry determines how much energy can be 
transferred when it is converted from one form to another? 


a. the first law of thermodynamics 


b. the second law of thermodynamics 
c. the conservation of matter 
d. the conservation of energy 


Solution: 


B 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Compare the three types of ecological pyramids and how well they 
describe ecosystem structure. Identify which ones can be inverted and 
give an example of an inverted pyramid for each. 


Solution: 


Pyramids of numbers display the number of individual organisms on 
each trophic level. These pyramids can be either upright or inverted, 
depending on the number of the organisms. Pyramids of biomass 
display the weight of organisms at each level. Inverted pyramids of 
biomass can occur when the primary producer has a high turnover rate. 
Pyramids of energy are usually upright and are the best representation 
of energy flow and ecosystem structure. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


How does the amount of food a warm blooded-animal (endotherm) 
eats relate to its net production efficiency (NPE)? 


Solution: 


NPE measures the rate at which one trophic level can use and make 
biomass from what it attained in the previous level, taking into account 
respiration, defecation, and heat loss. Endotherms have high 
metabolism and generate a lot of body heat. Although this gives them 
advantages in their activity level in colder temperatures, these 
organisms are 10 times less efficient at harnessing the energy from the 
food they eat compared with cold-blooded animals, and thus have to 
eat more and more often. 


Glossary 


assimilation 
biomass consumed and assimilated from the previous trophic level 
after accounting for the energy lost due to incomplete ingestion of 
food, energy used for respiration, and energy lost as waste 


biomagnification 
increasing concentrations of persistent, toxic substances in organisms 
at each trophic level, from the primary producers to the apex 
consumers 


biomass 
total weight, at the time of measurement, of living or previously living 
organisms in a unit area within a trophic level 


chemoautotroph 
organism capable of synthesizing its own food using energy from 
inorganic molecules 


ecological pyramid 
(also, Eltonian pyramid) graphical representation of different trophic 
levels in an ecosystem based of organism numbers, biomass, or energy 
content 


gross primary productivity 
rate at which photosynthetic primary producers incorporate energy 
from the sun 


net consumer productivity 
energy content available to the organisms of the next trophic level 


net primary productivity 
energy that remains in the primary producers after accounting for the 
organisms’ respiration and heat loss 


net production efficiency (NPE) 
measure of the ability of a trophic level to convert the energy it 
receives from the previous trophic level into biomass 


trophic level transfer efficiency (TLTE) 
energy transfer efficiency between two successive trophic levels 


Biogeochemical Cycles 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Discuss the biogeochemical cycles of water, carbon, nitrogen, 
phosphorus, and sulfur 

e Explain how human activities have impacted these cycles and the 
potential consequences for Earth 


Energy flows directionally through ecosystems, entering as sunlight (or 
inorganic molecules for chemoautotrophs) and leaving as heat during the 
many transfers between trophic levels. However, the matter that makes up 
living organisms is conserved and recycled. The six most common elements 
associated with organic molecules—carbon, nitrogen, hydrogen, oxygen, 
phosphorus, and sulfur—take a variety of chemical forms and may exist for 
long periods in the atmosphere, on land, in water, or beneath the Earth’s 
surface. Geologic processes, such as weathering, erosion, water drainage, 
and the subduction of the continental plates, all play a role in this recycling 
of materials. Because geology and chemistry have major roles in the study 
of this process, the recycling of inorganic matter between living organisms 
and their environment is called a biogeochemical cycle. 


Water contains hydrogen and oxygen, which is essential to all living 
processes. The hydrosphere is the area of the Earth where water movement 
and storage occurs: as liquid water on the surface and beneath the surface or 
frozen (rivers, lakes, oceans, groundwater, polar ice caps, and glaciers), and 
as water vapor in the atmosphere. Carbon is found in all organic 
macromolecules and is an important constituent of fossil fuels. Nitrogen is a 
major component of our nucleic acids and proteins and is critical to human 
agriculture. Phosphorus, a major component of nucleic acid (along with 
nitrogen), is one of the main ingredients in artificial fertilizers used in 
agriculture and their associated environmental impacts on our surface water. 
Sulfur, critical to the 3—D folding of proteins (as in disulfide binding), is 
released into the atmosphere by the burning of fossil fuels, such as coal. 


The cycling of these elements is interconnected. For example, the 
movement of water is critical for the leaching of nitrogen and phosphate 
into rivers, lakes, and oceans. Furthermore, the ocean itself is a major 
reservoir for carbon. Thus, mineral nutrients are cycled, either rapidly or 


slowly, through the entire biosphere, from one living organism to another, 
and between the biotic and abiotic world. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Head to this website to learn more about biogeochemical cycles. 


The Water (Hydrologic) Cycle 


Water is the basis of all living processes. The human body is more than 1/2 
water and human cells are more than 70 percent water. Thus, most land 
animals need a supply of fresh water to survive. However, when examining 
the stores of water on Earth, 97.5 percent of it is non-potable salt water 
({link]). Of the remaining water, 99 percent is locked underground as water 
or as ice. Thus, less than 1 percent of fresh water is easily accessible from 
lakes and rivers. Many living things, such as plants, animals, and fungi, are 
dependent on the small amount of fresh surface water supply, a lack of 
which can have massive effects on ecosystem dynamics. Humans, of 
course, have developed technologies to increase water availability, such as 
digging wells to harvest groundwater, storing rainwater, and using 
desalination to obtain drinkable water from the ocean. Although this pursuit 
of drinkable water has been ongoing throughout human history, the supply 
of fresh water is still a major issue in modern times. 


Freshwater 2.5% 
(35,000,000 km?) 


Lakes and rivers 0.3% === 


Groundwater (soil moisture, swamp 
water, permafrost) 30.8% 


Glaciers and permanent snow cover 
68.9% 


Only 2.5 percent of water on Earth is fresh water, 
and less than 1 percent of fresh water is easily 
accessible to living things. 


Water cycling is extremely important to ecosystem dynamics. Water has a 
major influence on climate and, thus, on the environments of ecosystems, 
some located on distant parts of the Earth. Most of the water on Earth is 
stored for long periods in the oceans, underground, and as ice. [link] 
illustrates the average time that an individual water molecule may spend in 
the Earth’s major water reservoirs. Residence time is a measure of the 
average time an individual water molecule stays in a particular reservoir. A 
large amount of the Earth’s water is locked in place in these reservoirs as 
ice, beneath the ground, and in the ocean, and, thus, is unavailable for short- 
term cycling (only surface water can evaporate). 


Average Residence Time for Water Molecules 


| Biospheric (in living organisms) 1 week 


| Atmospheric 1.5 weeks 


| Rivers 2 weeks 
| Soil moisture 2 weeks—1 year 
"Swamps 1-10 years 


‘Lakes & reservoirs 10 years 


This graph shows the average 
residence time for water molecules 
in the Earth’s water reservoirs. 


There are various processes that occur during the cycling of water, shown in 
[link]. These processes include the following: 


e evaporation/sublimation 
¢ condensation/precipitation 
e subsurface water flow 

e surface runoff/snowmelt 

e streamflow 


The water cycle is driven by the sun’s energy as it warms the oceans and 
other surface waters. This leads to the evaporation (water to water vapor) of 
liquid surface water and the sublimation (ice to water vapor) of frozen 
water, which deposits large amounts of water vapor into the atmosphere. 
Over time, this water vapor condenses into clouds as liquid or frozen 
droplets and is eventually followed by precipitation (rain or snow), which 
returns water to the Earth’s surface. Rain eventually permeates into the 
ground, where it may evaporate again if it is near the surface, flow beneath 


the surface, or be stored for long periods. More easily observed is surface 
runoff: the flow of fresh water either from rain or melting ice. Runoff can 
then make its way through streams and lakes to the oceans or flow directly 
to the oceans themselves. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Head to this website to learn more about the world’s fresh water supply. 


Rain and surface runoff are major ways in which minerals, including 
carbon, nitrogen, phosphorus, and sulfur, are cycled from land to water. The 
environmental effects of runoff will be discussed later as these cycles are 
described. 
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Groundwater storage 


Water from the land and oceans enters the atmosphere by 
evaporation or sublimation, where it condenses into clouds and 
falls as rain or snow. Precipitated water may enter freshwater 
bodies or infiltrate the soil. The cycle is complete when surface 
or groundwater reenters the ocean. (credit: modification of 
work by John M. Evans and Howard Perlman, USGS) 


The Carbon Cycle 


Carbon is the second most abundant element in living organisms. Carbon is 
present in all organic molecules, and its role in the structure of 
macromolecules is of primary importance to living organisms. Carbon 
compounds contain especially high energy, particularly those derived from 
fossilized organisms, mainly plants, which humans use as fuel. Since the 
1800s, the number of countries using massive amounts of fossil fuels has 
increased. Since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, global demand 
for the Earth’s limited fossil fuel supplies has risen; therefore, the amount of 


carbon dioxide in our atmosphere has increased. This increase in carbon 
dioxide has been associated with climate change and other disturbances of 
the Earth’s ecosystems and is a major environmental concern worldwide. 
Thus, the “carbon footprint” is based on how much carbon dioxide is 
produced and how much fossil fuel countries consume. 


The carbon cycle is most easily studied as two interconnected sub-cycles: 
one dealing with rapid carbon exchange among living organisms and the 
other dealing with the long-term cycling of carbon through geologic 
processes. The entire carbon cycle is shown in [link]. 
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Carbon dioxide gas exists in the atmosphere and is dissolved in 
water. Photosynthesis converts carbon dioxide gas to organic 
carbon, and respiration cycles the organic carbon back into 
carbon dioxide gas. Long-term storage of organic carbon 
occurs when matter from living organisms is buried deep 
underground and becomes fossilized. Volcanic activity and, 
more recently, human emissions, bring this stored carbon back 


into the carbon cycle. (credit: modification of work by John M. 
Evans and Howard Perlman, USGS) 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Click this link to read information about the United States Carbon Cycle 
Science Program. 


The Biological Carbon Cycle 


Living organisms are connected in many ways, even between ecosystems. 
A good example of this connection is the exchange of carbon between 
autotrophs and heterotrophs within and between ecosystems by way of 
atmospheric carbon dioxide. Carbon dioxide is the basic building block that 
most autotrophs use to build multi-carbon, high energy compounds, such as 
glucose. The energy harnessed from the sun is used by these organisms to 
form the covalent bonds that link carbon atoms together. These chemical 
bonds thereby store this energy for later use in the process of respiration. 
Most terrestrial autotrophs obtain their carbon dioxide directly from the 
atmosphere, while marine autotrophs acquire it in the dissolved form 
(carbonic acid, H»CO3 ). However carbon dioxide is acquired, a by-product 
of the process is oxygen. The photosynthetic organisms are responsible for 
depositing approximately 21 percent oxygen content of the atmosphere that 
we observe today. 


Heterotrophs and autotrophs are partners in biological carbon exchange 
(especially the primary consumers, largely herbivores). Heterotrophs 
acquire the high-energy carbon compounds from the autotrophs by 
consuming them, and breaking them down by respiration to obtain cellular 
energy, such as ATP. The most efficient type of respiration, aerobic 
respiration, requires oxygen obtained from the atmosphere or dissolved in 
water. Thus, there is a constant exchange of oxygen and carbon dioxide 
between the autotrophs (which need the carbon) and the heterotrophs 
(which need the oxygen). Gas exchange through the atmosphere and water 
is one way that the carbon cycle connects all living organisms on Earth. 


The Biogeochemical Carbon Cycle 


The movement of carbon through the land, water, and air is complex, and in 
many cases, it occurs much more slowly geologically than as seen between 
living organisms. Carbon is stored for long periods in what are known as 
carbon reservoirs, which include the atmosphere, bodies of liquid water 
(mostly oceans), ocean sediment, soil, land sediments (including fossil 
fuels), and the Earth’s interior. 


As stated, the atmosphere is a major reservoir of carbon in the form of 
carbon dioxide and is essential to the process of photosynthesis. The level 
of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere is greatly influenced by the reservoir of 
carbon in the oceans. The exchange of carbon between the atmosphere and 
water reservoirs influences how much carbon is found in each location, and 
each one affects the other reciprocally. Carbon dioxide (CO) from the 
atmosphere dissolves in water and combines with water molecules to form 
carbonic acid, and then it ionizes to carbonate and bicarbonate ions ([link]) 


Step 2: CO (dissolved) + HzO = H2CO3 (carbonic acid) 


Step 4: HCO3- = H* + CO 3% (carbonate ion) 


Carbon dioxide reacts with water 
to form bicarbonate and carbonate 
ions. 


The equilibrium coefficients are such that more than 90 percent of the 
carbon in the ocean is found as bicarbonate ions. Some of these ions 
combine with seawater calcium to form calcium carbonate (CaCOs3), a 
major component of marine organism shells. These organisms eventually 
form sediments on the ocean floor. Over geologic time, the calcium 
carbonate forms limestone, which comprises the largest carbon reservoir on 
Earth. 


On land, carbon is stored in soil as a result of the decomposition of living 
organisms (by decomposers) or from weathering of terrestrial rock and 
minerals. This carbon can be leached into the water reservoirs by surface 
runoff. Deeper underground, on land and at sea, are fossil fuels: the 
anaerobically decomposed remains of plants that take millions of years to 
form. Fossil fuels are considered a non-renewable resource because their 
use far exceeds their rate of formation. A non-renewable resource, such as 
fossil fuel, is either regenerated very slowly or not at all. Another way for 
carbon to enter the atmosphere is from land (including land beneath the 
surface of the ocean) by the eruption of volcanoes and other geothermal 
systems. Carbon sediments from the ocean floor are taken deep within the 
Earth by the process of subduction: the movement of one tectonic plate 
beneath another. Carbon is released as carbon dioxide when a volcano 
erupts or from volcanic hydrothermal vents. 


Carbon dioxide is also added to the atmosphere by the animal husbandry 
practices of humans. The large numbers of land animals raised to feed the 
Earth’s growing population results in increased carbon dioxide levels in the 
atmosphere due to farming practices and the respiration and methane 
production. This is another example of how human activity indirectly 
affects biogeochemical cycles in a significant way. Although much of the 
debate about the future effects of increasing atmospheric carbon on climate 
change focuses on fossils fuels, scientists take natural processes, such as 


volcanoes and respiration, into account as they model and predict the future 
impact of this increase. 


The Nitrogen Cycle 


Getting nitrogen into the living world is difficult. Plants and phytoplankton 
are not equipped to incorporate nitrogen from the atmosphere (which exists 
as tightly bonded, triple covalent Nz) even though this molecule comprises 
approximately 78 percent of the atmosphere. Nitrogen enters the living 
world via free-living and symbiotic bacteria, which incorporate nitrogen 
into their macromolecules through nitrogen fixation (conversion of N>). 
Cyanobacteria live in most aquatic ecosystems where sunlight is present; 
they play a key role in nitrogen fixation. Cyanobacteria are able to use 
inorganic sources of nitrogen to “fix” nitrogen. Rhizobium bacteria live 
symbiotically in the root nodules of legumes (such as peas, beans, and 
peanuts) and provide them with the organic nitrogen they need. Free-living 
bacteria, such as Azotobacter, are also important nitrogen fixers. 


Organic nitrogen is especially important to the study of ecosystem 
dynamics since many ecosystem processes, such as primary production and 
decomposition, are limited by the available supply of nitrogen. As shown in 
[link], the nitrogen that enters living systems by nitrogen fixation is 
successively converted from organic nitrogen back into nitrogen gas by 
bacteria. This process occurs in three steps in terrestrial systems: 
ammonification, nitrification, and denitrification. First, the ammonification 
process converts nitrogenous waste from living animals or from the remains 
of dead animals into ammonium (NH,°) by certain bacteria and fungi. 
Second, the ammonium is converted to nitrites (NO, _) by nitrifying 
bacteria, such as Nitrosomonas, through nitrification. Subsequently, nitrites 
are converted to nitrates (NO3_) by similar organisms. Third, the process of 
denitrification occurs, whereby bacteria, such as Pseudomonas and 
Clostridium, convert the nitrates into nitrogen gas, allowing it to re-enter 
the atmosphere. 


Note: 


Denitrification 
by bacteria 


Nitrification by Nitrogenous 
bacteria to NO; wastes in soil 


* 


So. Ammonification Nitrogen 
Nitrification by 4 __ ) by bacteria and <A _ fixation 


bacteria to NOz »~Y 


fungi to NH, ~ _ by bacteria 


Nitrogen enters the living world from the atmosphere via 
nitrogen-fixing bacteria. This nitrogen and nitrogenous waste 
from animals is then processed back into gaseous nitrogen by 
soil bacteria, which also supply terrestrial food webs with the 

organic nitrogen they need. (credit: modification of work by 
John M. Evans and Howard Perlman, USGS) 


Which of the following statements about the nitrogen cycle is false? 


a. Ammonification converts organic nitrogenous matter from living 
organisms into ammonium (NH,"). 

b. Denitrification by bacteria converts nitrates (NO3 _) to nitrogen gas 
(Np). 

c. Nitrification by bacteria converts nitrates (NO3 ) to nitrites (NO> ). 

d. Nitrogen fixing bacteria convert nitrogen gas (N>) into organic 
compounds. 


Human activity can release nitrogen into the environment by two primary 
means: the combustion of fossil fuels, which releases different nitrogen 
oxides, and by the use of artificial fertilizers in agriculture, which are then 
washed into lakes, streams, and rivers by surface runoff. Atmospheric 
nitrogen is associated with several effects on Earth’s ecosystems including 
the production of acid rain (as nitric acid, HNO3) and greenhouse gas (as 
nitrous oxide, N»O) potentially causing climate change. A major effect from 
fertilizer runoff is saltwater and freshwater eutrophication, a process 
whereby nutrient runoff causes the excess growth of microorganisms, 
depleting dissolved oxygen levels and killing ecosystem fauna. 


A similar process occurs in the marine nitrogen cycle, where the 
ammonification, nitrification, and denitrification processes are performed 
by marine bacteria. Some of this nitrogen falls to the ocean floor as 
sediment, which can then be moved to land in geologic time by uplift of the 
Earth’s surface and thereby incorporated into terrestrial rock. Although the 
movement of nitrogen from rock directly into living systems has been 
traditionally seen as insignificant compared with nitrogen fixed from the 
atmosphere, a recent study showed that this process may indeed be 
significant and should be included in any study of the global nitrogen cycle. 
[footnote] 

Scott L. Morford, Benjamin Z. Houlton, and Randy A. Dahlgren, 
“Increased Forest Ecosystem Carbon and Nitrogen Storage from Nitrogen 
Rich Bedrock,” Nature 477, no. 7362 (2011): 78-81. 


The Phosphorus Cycle 


Phosphorus is an essential nutrient for living processes; it is a major 
component of nucleic acid and phospholipids, and, as calcium phosphate, 
makes up the supportive components of our bones. Phosphorus is often the 
limiting nutrient (necessary for growth) in aquatic ecosystems ({link]). 


Phosphorus occurs in nature as the phosphate ion (PO,° ). In addition to 
phosphate runoff as a result of human activity, natural surface runoff occurs 
when it is leached from phosphate-containing rock by weathering, thus 
sending phosphates into rivers, lakes, and the ocean. This rock has its 
origins in the ocean. Phosphate-containing ocean sediments form primarily 


from the bodies of ocean organisms and from their excretions. However, in 
remote regions, volcanic ash, aerosols, and mineral dust may also be 
significant phosphate sources. This sediment then is moved to land over 
geologic time by the uplifting of areas of the Earth’s surface. 


Phosphorus is also reciprocally exchanged between phosphate dissolved in 
the ocean and marine ecosystems. The movement of phosphate from the 
ocean to the land and through the soil is extremely slow, with the average 
phosphate ion having an oceanic residence time between 20,000 and 
100,000 years. 


In nature, phosphorus exists as the phosphate ion (PO? ). 
Weathering of rocks and volcanic activity releases phosphate 
into the soil, water, and air, where it becomes available to 
terrestrial food webs. Phosphate enters the oceans via surface 
runoff, groundwater flow, and river flow. Phosphate dissolved 
in ocean water cycles into marine food webs. Some phosphate 
from the marine food webs falls to the ocean floor, where it 


forms sediment. (credit: modification of work by John M. 
Evans and Howard Perlman, USGS) 


Excess phosphorus and nitrogen that enters these ecosystems from fertilizer 
runoff and from sewage causes excessive growth of microorganisms and 
depletes the dissolved oxygen, which leads to the death of many ecosystem 
fauna, such as shellfish and finfish. This process is responsible for dead 
zones in lakes and at the mouths of many major rivers ((link]). 


Particulate Organic Carbon (mg/m') Population Density (persons/km’) Dead Zone Size (km’) 
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Dead zones occur when phosphorus and nitrogen from 
fertilizers cause excessive growth of microorganisms, which 
depletes oxygen and kills fauna. Worldwide, large dead zones 
are found in coastal areas of high population density. (credit: 
NASA Earth Observatory) 


A dead zone is an area within a freshwater or marine ecosystem where 
large areas are depleted of their normal flora and fauna; these zones can be 
caused by eutrophication, oil spills, dumping of toxic chemicals, and other 
human activities. The number of dead zones has been increasing for several 
years, and more than 400 of these zones were present as of 2008. One of the 
worst dead zones is off the coast of the United States in the Gulf of Mexico, 
where fertilizer runoff from the Mississippi River basin has created a dead 
zone of over 8463 square miles. Phosphate and nitrate runoff from 
fertilizers also negatively affect several lake and bay ecosystems including 
the Chesapeake Bay in the eastern United States. 


Note: 
Everyday Connection 
Chesapeake Bay 


(a) 


This (a) satellite image shows 
the Chesapeake Bay, an 
ecosystem affected by 
phosphate and nitrate runoff. A 
(b) member of the Army Corps 
of Engineers holds a clump of 
oysters being used as a part of 
the oyster restoration effort in 


the bay. (credit a: modification 
of work by NASA/MODIS; 
credit b: modification of work 
by U.S. Army) 


The Chesapeake Bay has long been valued as one of the most scenic areas 
on Earth; it is now in distress and is recognized as a declining ecosystem. 
In the 1970s, the Chesapeake Bay was one of the first ecosystems to have 
identified dead zones, which continue to kill many fish and bottom- 
dwelling species, such as clams, oysters, and worms. Several species have 
declined in the Chesapeake Bay due to surface water runoff containing 
excess nutrients from artificial fertilizer used on land. The source of the 
fertilizers (with high nitrogen and phosphate content) is not limited to 
agricultural practices. There are many nearby urban areas and more than 
150 rivers and streams empty into the bay that are carrying fertilizer runoff 
from lawns and gardens. Thus, the decline of the Chesapeake Bay is a 
complex issue and requires the cooperation of industry, agriculture, and 
everyday homeowners. 

Of particular interest to conservationists is the oyster population; it is 
estimated that more than 200,000 acres of oyster reefs existed in the bay in 
the 1700s, but that number has now declined to only 36,000 acres. Oyster 
harvesting was once a major industry for Chesapeake Bay, but it declined 
88 percent between 1982 and 2007. This decline was due not only to 
fertilizer runoff and dead zones but also to overharvesting. Oysters require 
a certain minimum population density because they must be in close 
proximity to reproduce. Human activity has altered the oyster population 
and locations, greatly disrupting the ecosystem. 

The restoration of the oyster population in the Chesapeake Bay has been 
ongoing for several years with mixed success. Not only do many people 
find oysters good to eat, but they also clean up the bay. Oysters are filter 
feeders, and as they eat, they clean the water around them. In the 1700s, it 
was estimated that it took only a few days for the oyster population to filter 
the entire volume of the bay. Today, with changed water conditions, it is 
estimated that the present population would take nearly a year to do the 
same job. 


Restoration efforts have been ongoing for several years by non-profit 
organizations, such as the Chesapeake Bay Foundation. The restoration 
goal is to find a way to increase population density so the oysters can 
reproduce more efficiently. Many disease-resistant varieties (developed at 
the Virginia Institute of Marine Science for the College of William and 
Mary) are now available and have been used in the construction of 
experimental oyster reefs. Efforts to clean and restore the bay by Virginia 
and Delaware have been hampered because much of the pollution entering 
the bay comes from other states, which stresses the need for inter-state 
cooperation to gain successful restoration. 

The new, hearty oyster strains have also spawned a new and economically 
viable industry—oyster aquaculture—which not only supplies oysters for 
food and profit, but also has the added benefit of cleaning the bay. 


The Sulfur Cycle 


Sulfur is an essential element for the macromolecules of living things. As a 
part of the amino acid cysteine, it is involved in the formation of disulfide 
bonds within proteins, which help to determine their 3-D folding patterns, 
and hence their functions. As shown in [link], sulfur cycles between the 
oceans, land, and atmosphere. Atmospheric sulfur is found in the form of 
sulfur dioxide (SO>) and enters the atmosphere in three ways: from the 
decomposition of organic molecules, from volcanic activity and geothermal 
vents, and from the burning of fossil fuels by humans. 


The SUL CY GLE 
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Sulfur dioxide from the atmosphere becomes available to 
terrestrial and marine ecosystems when it is dissolved in 
precipitation as weak sulfuric acid or when it falls directly to 
the Earth as fallout. Weathering of rocks also makes sulfates 
available to terrestrial ecosystems. Decomposition of living 
organisms returns sulfates to the ocean, soil and atmosphere. 
(credit: modification of work by John M. Evans and Howard 
Perlman, USGS) 


On land, sulfur is deposited in four major ways: precipitation, direct fallout 
from the atmosphere, rock weathering, and geothermal vents ([link]). 
Atmospheric sulfur is found in the form of sulfur dioxide (SO>), and as rain 
falls through the atmosphere, sulfur is dissolved in the form of weak 
sulfuric acid (H2SO,). Sulfur can also fall directly from the atmosphere in a 
process called fallout. Also, the weathering of sulfur-containing rocks 
releases sulfur into the soil. These rocks originate from ocean sediments 
that are moved to land by the geologic uplifting of ocean sediments. 


Terrestrial ecosystems can then make use of these soil sulfates (SO,-), and 
upon the death and decomposition of these organisms, release the sulfur 
back into the atmosphere as hydrogen sulfide (H2S) gas. 


At this sulfur vent in Lassen 
Volcanic National Park in 
northeastern California, the 
yellowish sulfur deposits are visible 
near the mouth of the vent. 


Sulfur enters the ocean via runoff from land, from atmospheric fallout, and 
from underwater geothermal vents. Some ecosystems ([link]) rely on 
chemoautotrophs using sulfur as a biological energy source. This sulfur 
then supports marine ecosystems in the form of sulfates. 


Human activities have played a major role in altering the balance of the 
global sulfur cycle. The burning of large quantities of fossil fuels, especially 
from coal, releases larger amounts of hydrogen sulfide gas into the 
atmosphere. As rain falls through this gas, it creates the phenomenon 
known as acid rain. Acid rain is corrosive rain caused by rainwater falling 
to the ground through sulfur dioxide gas, turning it into weak sulfuric acid, 


which causes damage to aquatic ecosystems. Acid rain damages the natural 
environment by lowering the pH of lakes, which kills many of the resident 
fauna; it also affects the man-made environment through the chemical 
degradation of buildings. For example, many marble monuments, such as 
the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC, have suffered significant damage 
from acid rain over the years. These examples show the wide-ranging 
effects of human activities on our environment and the challenges that 
remain for our future. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Click this link to learn more about global climate change. 


Section Summary 


Mineral nutrients are cycled through ecosystems and their environment. Of 
particular importance are water, carbon, nitrogen, phosphorus, and sulfur. 
All of these cycles have major impacts on ecosystem structure and function. 
As human activities have caused major disturbances to these cycles, their 
study and modeling is especially important. A variety of human activities, 
such as pollution, oil spills, and events) have damaged ecosystems, 
potentially causing global climate change. The health of Earth depends on 
understanding these cycles and how to protect the environment from 
irreversible damage. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


[link] Which of the following statements about the nitrogen cycle is 
false? 


a. Ammonification converts organic nitrogenous matter from living 
organisms into ammonium (NH,"). 

b. Denitrification by bacteria converts nitrates (NO3 _) to nitrogen 
gas (Np). 

c. Nitrification by bacteria converts nitrates (NO3 ) to nitrites 
(NO, ). 

d. Nitrogen fixing bacteria convert nitrogen gas (N>) into organic 
compounds. 


Solution: 
[link] C: Nitrification by bacteria converts nitrates (NO3_) to nitrites 
(NO> ). 

Review Questions 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


The movement of mineral nutrients through organisms and their 
environment is called a cycle. 


a. biological 

b. bioaccumulation 
c. biogeochemical 
d. biochemical 


Solution: 


C 


Exercise: 


Problem:Carbon is present in the atmosphere as 


a. carbon dioxide 
b. carbonate ion 

c. carbon dust 

d. carbon monoxide 


Solution: 


A 


Exercise: 


Problem:The majority of water found on Earth is: 


a. ice 

b. water vapor 
c. fresh water 
d. salt water 


Solution: 


D 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


The average time a molecule spends in its reservoir is known as 


a. residence time 
b. restriction time 
c. resilience time 


d. storage time 


Solution: 


A 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


The process whereby oxygen is depleted by the growth of 
microorganisms due to excess nutrients in aquatic systems is called 


a. dead zoning 
b. eutrophication 
c. retrofication 
d. depletion 


Solution: 


B 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


The process whereby nitrogen is brought into organic molecules is 
called 


a. nitrification 

b. denitrification 

c. nitrogen fixation 
d. nitrogen cycling 


Solution: 


c 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: 
Describe nitrogen fixation and why it is important to agriculture. 
Solution: 


Nitrogen fixation is the process of bringing nitrogen gas from the 
atmosphere and incorporating it into organic molecules. Most plants do 
not have this capability and must rely on free-living or symbiotic 
bacteria to do this. As nitrogen is often the limiting nutrient in the 
growth of crops, farmers make use of artificial fertilizers to provide a 
nitrogen source to the plants as they grow. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


What are the factors that cause dead zones? Describe eutrophication, in 
particular, as a cause. 


Solution: 


Many factors can kill life in a lake or ocean, such as eutrophication by 
nutrient-rich surface runoff, oil spills, toxic waste spills, changes in 
climate, and the dumping of garbage into the ocean. Eutrophication is 
a result of nutrient-rich runoff from land using artificial fertilizers high 
in nitrogen and phosphorus. These nutrients cause the rapid and 
excessive growth of microorganisms, which deplete local dissolved 
oxygen and kill many fish and other aquatic organisms. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Why are drinking water supplies still a major concern for many 
countries? 


Solution: 


Most of the water on Earth is salt water, which humans cannot drink 
unless the salt is removed. Some fresh water is locked in glaciers and 
polar ice caps, or is present in the atmosphere. The Earth’s water 
supplies are threatened by pollution and exhaustion. The effort to 
supply fresh drinking water to the planet’s ever-expanding human 
population is seen as a major challenge in this century. 


Glossary 


acid rain 
corrosive rain caused by rainwater falling to the ground through sulfur 
dioxide gas, turning it into weak sulfuric acid; can damage structures 
and ecosystems 


biogeochemical cycle 
cycling of mineral nutrients through ecosystems and through the non- 
living world 


dead zone 
area within an ecosystem in lakes and near the mouths of rivers where 
large areas of ecosystems are depleted of their normal flora and fauna; 
these zones can be caused by eutrophication, oil spills, dumping of 
toxic chemicals, and other human activities 


eutrophication 
process whereby nutrient runoff causes the excess growth of 
microorganisms, depleting dissolved oxygen levels and killing 
ecosystem fauna 


fallout 


direct deposit of solid minerals on land or in the ocean from the 
atmosphere 


hydrosphere 
area of the Earth where water movement and storage occurs 


non-renewable resource 
resource, such as fossil fuel, that is either regenerated very slowly or 
not at all 


residence time 
measure of the average time an individual water molecule stays in a 
particular reservoir 


subduction 
movement of one tectonic plate beneath another 


Introduction 
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Lake 
Victoria in 
Africa, 
shown in this 
satellite 
image, was 
the site of 
one of the 
most 
extraordinar 
y 
evolutionary 
findings on 
the planet, as 
well as a 
casualty of 
devastating 
biodiversity 
loss. (credit: 
modification 
of work by 
Rishabh 
Tatiraju, 
using NASA 
World Wind 
software) 


In the 1980s, biologists working in Lake Victoria in Africa discovered one 
of the most extraordinary products of evolution on the planet. Located in 
the Great Rift Valley, Lake Victoria is a large lake about 68,900 km? in area 
(larger than Lake Huron, the second largest of North America’s Great 
Lakes). Biologists were studying species of a family of fish called cichlids. 
They found that as they sampled for fish in different locations of the lake, 
they never stopped finding new species, and they identified nearly 500 
evolved types of cichlids. But while studying these variations, they quickly 
discovered that the invasive Nile Perch was destroying the lake’s cichlid 
population, bringing hundreds of cichlid species to extinction with 
devastating rapidity. 


The Biodiversity Crisis 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Define biodiversity 
e Describe biodiversity as the equilibrium of naturally fluctuating rates of extinction and speciation 
e Identify historical causes of high extinction rates in Earth’s history 


Traditionally, ecologists have measured biodiversity, a general term for the variety present in the biosphere, by 
taking into account both the number of species and their commonness. Biodiversity can be estimated at a number 
of levels of organization of living things. These estimation indexes, which came from information theory, are most 
useful as a first step in quantifying biodiversity between and within ecosystems; they are less useful when the main 
concern among conservation biologists is simply the loss of biodiversity. However, biologists recognize that 
measures of biodiversity, in terms of species diversity, may help focus efforts to preserve the biologically or 
technologically important elements of biodiversity. 


The Lake Victoria cichlids provide an example through which we can begin to understand biodiversity. The 
biologists studying cichlids in the 1980s discovered hundreds of cichlid species representing a variety of 
specializations to particular habitat types and specific feeding strategies: eating plankton floating in the water, 
scraping and then eating algae from rocks, eating insect larvae from the bottom, and eating the eggs of other 
species of cichlid. The cichlids of Lake Victoria are the product of an adaptive radiation. An adaptive radiation is 
a rapid (less than three million years in the case of the Lake Victoria cichlids) branching through speciation of a 
phylogenetic tree into many closely related species; typically, the species “radiate” into different habitats and 
niches. The Galapagos finches are an example of a modest adaptive radiation with 15 species. The cichlids of Lake 
Victoria are an example of a spectacular adaptive radiation that includes about 500 species. 


At the time biologists were making this discovery, some species began to quickly disappear. A culprit in these 
declines was a species of large fish that was introduced to Lake Victoria by fisheries to feed the people living 
around the lake. The Nile perch was introduced in 1963, but lay low until the 1980s when its populations began to 
surge. The Nile perch population grew by consuming cichlids, driving species after species to the point of 
extinction (the disappearance of a species). In fact, there were several factors that played a role in the extinction of 
perhaps 200 cichlid species in Lake Victoria: the Nile perch, declining lake water quality due to agriculture and 
land clearing on the shores of Lake Victoria, and increased fishing pressure. Scientists had not even catalogued all 
of the species present—so many were lost that were never named. The diversity is now a shadow of what it once 
was. 


The cichlids of Lake Victoria are a thumbnail sketch of contemporary rapid species loss that occurs all over Earth 
and is caused by human activity. Extinction is a natural process of macroevolution that occurs at the rate of about 
one out of 1 million species becoming extinct per year. The fossil record reveals that there have been five periods 
of mass extinction in history with much higher rates of species loss, and the rate of species loss today is 
comparable to those periods of mass extinction. However, there is a major difference between the previous mass 
extinctions and the current extinction we are experiencing: human activity. Specifically, three human activities 
have a major impact: destruction of habitat, introduction of exotic species, and over-harvesting. Predictions of 
species loss within the next century, a tiny amount of time on geological timescales, range from 10 percent to 50 
percent. Extinctions on this scale have only happened five other times in the history of the planet, and they have 
been caused by cataclysmic events that changed the course of the history of life in each instance. Earth is now in 
one of those times. 


Types of Biodiversity 


Scientists generally accept that the term biodiversity describes the number and kinds of species in a location or on 
the planet. Species can be difficult to define, but most biologists still feel comfortable with the concept and are 
able to identify and count eukaryotic species in most contexts. Biologists have also identified alternate measures of 
biodiversity, some of which are important for planning how to preserve biodiversity. 


Genetic diversity is one of those alternate concepts. Genetic diversity or variation is the raw material for 
adaptation in a species. A species’ future potential for adaptation depends on the genetic diversity held in the 


genomes of the individuals in populations that make up the species. The same is true for higher taxonomic 
categories. A genus with very different types of species will have more genetic diversity than a genus with species 
that look alike and have similar ecologies. If there were a choice between one of these genera of species being 
preserved, the one with the greatest potential for subsequent evolution is the most genetically diverse one. It would 
be ideal not to have to make such choices, but increasingly this may be the norm. 


Many genes code for proteins, which in turn carry out the metabolic processes that keep organisms alive and 
reproducing. Genetic diversity can be measured as chemical diversity in that different species produce a variety of 
chemicals in their cells, both the proteins as well as the products and byproducts of metabolism. This chemical 
diversity has potential benefit for humans as a source of pharmaceuticals, so it provides one way to measure 
diversity that is important to human health and welfare. 


Humans have generated diversity in domestic animals, plants, and fungi. This diversity is also suffering losses 
because of migration, market forces, and increasing globalism in agriculture, especially in heavily populated 
regions such as China, India, and Japan. The human population directly depends on this diversity as a stable food 
source, and its decline is troubling biologists and agricultural scientists. 


It is also useful to define ecosystem diversity, meaning the number of different ecosystems on the planet or ina 
given geographic area ([link]). Whole ecosystems can disappear even if some of the species might survive by 
adapting to other ecosystems. The loss of an ecosystem means the loss of interactions between species, the loss of 
unique features of coadaptation, and the loss of biological productivity that an ecosystem is able to create. An 
example of a largely extinct ecosystem in North America is the prairie ecosystem. Prairies once spanned central 
North America from the boreal forest in northern Canada down into Mexico. They are now all but gone, replaced 
by crop fields, pasture lands, and suburban sprawl. Many of the species survive, but the hugely productive 
ecosystem that was responsible for creating the most productive agricultural soils is now gone. As a consequence, 
soils are disappearing or must be maintained at greater expense. 


(b) 


The variety of ecosystems on 
Earth—from (a) coral reef to (b) 
prairie—enables a great diversity 

of species to exist. (credit a: 
modification of work by Jim 


Maragos, USFWS; credit b: 
modification of work by Jim 
Minnerath, USFWS) 


Current Species Diversity 


Despite considerable effort, knowledge of the species that inhabit the planet is limited. A recent estimate suggests 
that the eukaryote species for which science has names, about 1.5 million species, account for less than 20 percent 
of the total number of eukaryote species present on the planet (8.7 million species, by one estimate). Estimates of 
numbers of prokaryotic species are largely guesses, but biologists agree that science has only begun to catalog their 
diversity. Even with what is known, there is no central repository of names or samples of the described species; 
therefore, there is no way to be sure that the 1.5 million descriptions is an accurate number. It is a best guess based 
on the opinions of experts in different taxonomic groups. Given that Earth is losing species at an accelerating pace, 
science is very much in the place it was with the Lake Victoria cichlids: knowing little about what is being lost. 
[link] presents recent estimates of biodiversity in different groups. 


Estimates of the Numbers of Described and Predicted Species by Taxonomic Group 


Mora et al. 2011 /feotnotel 


Mora Camilo et al., “How Many Chapman 2009!{etmote] 

Species Are There on Earth and Arthur D. Chapman, Numbers of Living Species in. 
in the Ocean?” PLoS Biology 2nd ed. (Canberra, AU: Australian Biological Reso 
(2011), http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/abrs/p 


doi:10.1371/journal.pbio.1001127. numbers/2009/pubs/nlsaw-2nd-complete.pdf. 


Described Predicted Described Predicted 
Animalia 1,124,516 9,920,000 1,424,153 6,836,330 
Chromista 17,892 34,900 25,044 200,500 
Fungi 44,368 616,320 98,998 1,500,000 
Plantae 224,244 314,600 310,129 390,800 
Protozoa 16,236 72,800 28,871 1,000,000 
Prokaryotes — — 10,307 1,000,000 
Total 1,438,769 10,960,000 1,897,502 10,897,630 


There are various initiatives to catalog described species in accessible ways, and the internet is facilitating that 
effort. Nevertheless, it has been pointed out that at the current rate of species description, which according to the 


State of Observed Species Report is 17,000 to 20,000 new species per year, it will take close to 500 years to finish 
describing life on this planet.'!2%™°e] Over time, the task becomes both increasingly impossible and increasingly 
easier as extinction removes species from the planet. 

International Institute for Species Exploration (IISE), 2011 State of Observed Species (SOS). Tempe, AZ: IISE, 
2011. Accessed May, 20, 2012. http://species.asu.edu/SOS. 


Naming and counting species may seem an unimportant pursuit given the other needs of humanity, but it is not 
simply an accounting. Describing species is a complex process by which biologists determine an organism’s 
unique characteristics and whether or not that organism belongs to any other described species. It allows biologists 
to find and recognize the species after the initial discovery, and allows them to follow up on questions about its 
biology. In addition, the unique characteristics of each species make it potentially valuable to humans or other 
species on which humans depend. Understanding these characteristics is the value of finding and naming species. 


Patterns of Biodiversity 


Biodiversity is not evenly distributed on Earth. Lake Victoria contained almost 500 species of cichlids alone, 
ignoring the other fish families present in the lake. All of these species were found only in Lake Victoria; 
therefore, the 500 species of cichlids were endemic. Endemic species are found in only one location. Endemics 
with highly restricted distributions are particularly vulnerable to extinction. Higher taxonomic levels, such as 
genera and families, can also be endemic. Lake Huron contains about 79 species of fish, all of which are found in 
many other lakes in North America. What accounts for the difference in fish diversity in these two lakes? Lake 
Victoria is a tropical lake, while Lake Huron is a temperate lake. Lake Huron in its present form is only about 
7,000 years old, while Lake Victoria in its present form is about 15,000 years old. Biogeographers have suggested 
these two factors, latitude and age, are two of several hypotheses to explain biodiversity patterns on the planet. 


Note: 

Career Connection 

Biogeographer 

Biogeography is the study of the distribution of the world’s species—both in the past and in the present. The work 
of biogeographers is critical to understanding our physical environment, how the environment affects species, and 
how environmental changes impact the distribution of a species; it has also been critical to developing 
evolutionary theory. Biogeographers need to understand both biology and ecology. They also need to be well- 
versed in evolutionary studies, soil science, and climatology. 

There are three main fields of study under the heading of biogeography: ecological biogeography, historical 
biogeography (called paleobiogeography), and conservation biogeography. Ecological biogeography studies the 
current factors affecting the distribution of plants and animals. Historical biogeography, as the name implies, 
studies the past distribution of species. Conservation biogeography, on the other hand, is focused on the protection 
and restoration of species based upon known historical and current ecological information. Each of these fields 
considers both zoogeography and phytogeography—the past and present distribution of animals and plants. 


One of the oldest observed patterns in ecology is that species biodiversity in almost every taxonomic group 
increases as latitude declines. In other words, biodiversity increases closer to the equator ([link]). 


Number of species 
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This map illustrates the number of amphibian species 
across the globe and shows the trend toward higher 
biodiversity at lower latitudes. A similar pattern is observed 
for most taxonomic groups. 


It is not yet clear why biodiversity increases closer to the equator, but hypotheses include the greater age of the 
ecosystems in the tropics versus temperate regions that were largely devoid of life or drastically impoverished 
during the last glaciation. The idea is that greater age provides more time for speciation. Another possible 
explanation is the increased energy the tropics receive from the sun versus the decreased energy that temperate and 
polar regions receive. It is not entirely clear how greater energy input could translate into more species. The 
complexity of tropical ecosystems may promote speciation by increasing the heterogeneity, or number of 
ecological niches, in the tropics relative to higher latitudes. The greater heterogeneity provides more opportunities 
for coevolution, specialization, and perhaps greater selection pressures leading to population differentiation. 
However, this hypothesis suffers from some circularity—ecosystems with more species encourage speciation, but 
how did they get more species to begin with? The tropics have been perceived as being more stable than temperate 
regions, which have a pronounced climate and day-length seasonality. The tropics have their own forms of 
seasonality, such as rainfall, but they are generally assumed to be more stable environments and this stability might 
promote speciation. 


Regardless of the mechanisms, it is certainly true that all levels of biodiversity are greatest in the tropics. 
Additionally, the rate of endemism is highest, and there are more biodiversity hotspots. However, this richness of 
diversity also means that knowledge of species is lowest, and there is a high potential for biodiversity loss. 


Conservation of Biodiversity 


In 1988, British environmentalist Norman Myers developed a conservation concept to identify areas rich in species 
and at significant risk for species loss: biodiversity hotspots. Biodiversity hotspots are geographical areas that 
contain high numbers of endemic species. The purpose of the concept was to identify important locations on the 
planet for conservation efforts, a kind of conservation triage. By protecting hotspots, governments are able to 
protect a larger number of species. The original criteria for a hotspot included the presence of 1500 or more 
endemic plant species and 70 percent of the area disturbed by human activity. There are now 34 biodiversity 
hotspots ([link]) containing large numbers of endemic species, which include half of Earth’s endemic plants. 


Conservation International has identified 34 biodiversity 
hotspots, which cover only 2.3 percent of the Earth’s 
surface but have endemic to them 42 percent of the 
terrestrial vertebrate species and 50 percent of the world’s 
plants. 


Biodiversity Change through Geological Time 


The number of species on the planet, or in any geographical area, is the result of an equilibrium of two 
evolutionary processes that are ongoing: speciation and extinction. Both are natural “birth” and “death” processes 
of macroevolution. When speciation rates begin to outstrip extinction rates, the number of species will increase; 
likewise, the number of species will decrease when extinction rates begin to overtake speciation rates. Throughout 
Earth’s history, these two processes have fluctuated—sometimes leading to dramatic changes in the number of 
species on Earth as reflected in the fossil record ({link]). 
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Percent extinction occurrences as reflected in the fossil 
record have fluctuated throughout Earth’s history. Sudden 
and dramatic losses of biodiversity, called mass extinctions, 
have occurred five times. 


Paleontologists have identified five strata in the fossil record that appear to show sudden and dramatic (greater 
than half of all extant species disappearing from the fossil record) losses in biodiversity. These are called mass 
extinctions. There are many lesser, yet still dramatic, extinction events, but the five mass extinctions have attracted 
the most research. An argument can be made that the five mass extinctions are only the five most extreme events 
in a continuous series of large extinction events throughout the Phanerozoic (since 542 million years ago). In most 
cases, the hypothesized causes are still controversial; however, the most recent event seems clear. 


The Five Mass Extinctions 


The fossil record of the mass extinctions was the basis for defining periods of geological history, so they typically 
occur at the transition point between geological periods. The transition in fossils from one period to another 
reflects the dramatic loss of species and the gradual origin of new species. These transitions can be seen in the rock 
strata. [link] provides data on the five mass extinctions. 


Mass Extinctions 


Geological Period Mass Extinction Name Time (millions of years ago) 
Ordovician—Silurian end-Ordovician O—-S 450-440 

Late Devonian end-Devonian 375-360 

Permian—Triassic end-Permian 251 

Triassic—Jurassic end-Triassic 205 

Cretaceous—Paleogene end-Cretaceous K-Pg (K-T) 65.5 


This table shows the names and dates for the five mass extinctions in Earth’s history. 


The Ordovician-Silurian extinction event is the first recorded mass extinction and the second largest. During this 
period, about 85 percent of marine species (few species lived outside the oceans) became extinct. The main 
hypothesis for its cause is a period of glaciation and then warming. The extinction event actually consists of two 
extinction events separated by about 1 million years. The first event was caused by cooling, and the second event 
was due to the subsequent warming. The climate changes affected temperatures and sea levels. Some researchers 
have suggested that a gamma-ray burst, caused by a nearby supernova, is a possible cause of the Ordovician- 
Silurian extinction. The gamma-ray burst would have stripped away the Earth’s ozone layer causing intense 
ultraviolet radiation from the sun and may account for climate changes observed at the time. The hypothesis is 
speculative, but extraterrestrial influences on Earth’s history are an active line of research. Recovery of 
biodiversity after the mass extinction took from 5 to 20 million years, depending on the location. 


The late Devonian extinction may have occurred over a relatively long period of time. It appears to have affected 
marine species and not the plants or animals inhabiting terrestrial habitats. The causes of this extinction are poorly 
understood. 


The end-Permian extinction was the largest in the history of life. Indeed, an argument could be made that Earth 
nearly became devoid of life during this extinction event. The planet looked very different before and after this 
event. Estimates are that 96 percent of all marine species and 70 percent of all terrestrial species were lost. It was 
at this time, for example, that the trilobites, a group that survived the Ordovician-—Silurian extinction, became 
extinct. The causes for this mass extinction are not clear, but the leading suspect is extended and widespread 


volcanic activity that led to a runaway global-warming event. The oceans became largely anoxic, suffocating 
marine life. Terrestrial tetrapod diversity took 30 million years to recover after the end-Permian extinction. The 
Permian extinction dramatically altered Earth’s biodiversity makeup and the course of evolution. 


The causes of the Triassic—Jurassic extinction event are not clear and hypotheses of climate change, asteroid 
impact, and volcanic eruptions have been argued. The extinction event occurred just before the breakup of the 
supercontinent Pangaea, although recent scholarship suggests that the extinctions may have occurred more 
gradually throughout the Triassic. 


The causes of the end-Cretaceous extinction event are the ones that are best understood. It was during this 
extinction event about 65 million years ago that the dinosaurs, the dominant vertebrate group for millions of years, 
disappeared from the planet (with the exception of a theropod clade that gave rise to birds). Indeed, every land 
animal that weighed more then 25 kg became extinct. The cause of this extinction is now understood to be the 
result of a cataclysmic impact of a large meteorite, or asteroid, off the coast of what is now the Yucatan Peninsula. 
This hypothesis, proposed first in 1980, was a radical explanation based on a sharp spike in the levels of iridium 
(which rains down from space in meteors at a fairly constant rate but is otherwise absent on Earth’s surface) at the 
rock stratum that marks the boundary between the Cretaceous and Paleogene periods ((link]). This boundary 
marked the disappearance of the dinosaurs in fossils as well as many other taxa. The researchers who discovered 
the iridium spike interpreted it as a rapid influx of iridium from space to the atmosphere (in the form of a large 
asteroid) rather than a slowing in the deposition of sediments during that period. It was a radical explanation, but 
the report of an appropriately aged and sized impact crater in 1991 made the hypothesis more believable. Now an 
abundance of geological evidence supports the theory. Recovery times for biodiversity after the end-Cretaceous 
extinction are shorter, in geological time, than for the end-Permian extinction, on the order of 10 million years. 


Note: 
Connection 


In 1980, Luis and Walter 
Alvarez, Frank Asaro, and 
Helen Michels discovered, 

across the world, a spike in the 
concentration of iridium within 
the sedimentary layer at the K— 
Pg boundary. These researchers 

hypothesized that this iridium 
spike was caused by an asteroid 
impact that resulted in the K—-Pg 

mass extinction. In the photo, 

the iridium layer is the light 
band. (credit: USGS) 


Scientists measured the relative abundance of fern spores above and below the K—Pg boundary in this rock 
sample. Which of the following statements most likely represents their findings? 


a. An abundance of fern spores from several species was found below the K—Pg boundary, but none was found 
above. 

b. An abundance of fern spores from several species was found above the K—Pg boundary, but none was found 
below. 

c. An abundance of fern spores was found both above and below the K—Pg boundary, but only one species was 
found below the boundary, and many species were found above the boundary. 

d. Many species of fern spores were found both above and below the boundary, but the total number of spores 
was greater below the boundary. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Explore this interactive website about mass extinctions. 


The Pleistocene Extinction 


The Pleistocene Extinction is one of the lesser extinctions, and a recent one. It is well known that the North 
American, and to some degree Eurasian, megafauna, or large animals, disappeared toward the end of the last 
glaciation period. The extinction appears to have happened in a relatively restricted time period of 10,000—12,000 
years ago. In North America, the losses were quite dramatic and included the woolly mammoths (last dated about 
4,000 years ago in an isolated population), mastodon, giant beavers, giant ground sloths, saber-toothed cats, and 
the North American camel, just to name a few. The possibility that the rapid extinction of these large animals was 
caused by over-hunting was first suggested in the 1900s. Research into this hypothesis continues today. It seems 
likely that over-hunting caused many pre-written history extinctions in many regions of the world. 


In general, the timing of the Pleistocene extinctions correlated with the arrival of humans and not with climate- 
change events, which is the main competing hypothesis for these extinctions. The extinctions began in Australia 
about 40,000 to 50,000 years ago, just after the arrival of humans in the area: a marsupial lion, a giant one-ton 
wombat, and several giant kangaroo species disappeared. In North America, the extinctions of almost all of the 
large mammals occurred 10,000—12,000 years ago. All that are left are the smaller mammals such as bears, elk, 
moose, and cougars. Finally, on many remote oceanic islands, the extinctions of many species occurred coincident 
with human arrivals. Not all of the islands had large animals, but when there were large animals, they were lost. 
Madagascar was colonized about 2,000 years ago and the large mammals that lived there became extinct. Eurasia 
and Africa do not show this pattern, but they also did not experience a recent arrival of humans. Humans arrived in 
Eurasia hundreds of thousands of years ago after the origin of the species in Africa. This topic remains an area of 
active research and hypothesizing. It seems clear that even if climate played a role, in most cases human hunting 
precipitated the extinctions. 


Present-Time Extinctions 


The sixth, or Holocene, mass extinction appears to have begun earlier than previously believed and has mostly to 
do with the activities of Homo sapiens. Since the beginning of the Holocene period, there are numerous recent 
extinctions of individual species that are recorded in human writings. Most of these are coincident with the 
expansion of the European colonies since the 1500s. 


One of the earlier and popularly known examples is the dodo bird. The dodo bird lived in the forests of Mauritius, 
an island in the Indian Ocean. The dodo bird became extinct around 1662. It was hunted for its meat by sailors and 
was easy prey because the dodo, which did not evolve with humans, would approach people without fear. 
Introduced pigs, rats, and dogs brought to the island by European ships also killed dodo young and eggs. 


Steller's sea cow became extinct in 1768; it was related to the manatee and probably once lived along the 
northwest coast of North America. Steller's sea cow was first discovered by Europeans in 1741 and was hunted for 
meat and oil. The last sea cow was killed in 1768. That amounts to 27 years between the sea cow’s first contact 
with Europeans and extinction of the species. 


In 1914, the last living passenger pigeon died in a zoo in Cincinnati, Ohio. This species had once darkened the 
skies of North America during its migrations, but it was hunted and suffered from habitat loss through the clearing 
of forests for farmland. In 1918, the last living Carolina parakeet died in captivity. This species was once common 
in the eastern United States, but it suffered from habitat loss. The species was also hunted because it ate orchard 
fruit when its native foods were destroyed to make way for farmland. The Japanese sea lion, which inhabited a 
broad area around Japan and the coast of Korea, became extinct in the 1950s due to fishermen. The Caribbean 
monk seal was distributed throughout the Caribbean Sea but was driven to extinction via hunting by 1952. 


These are only a few of the recorded extinctions in the past 500 years. The International Union for Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN) keeps a list of extinct and endangered species called the Red List. The list is not complete, but it 
describes 380 extinct species of vertebrates after 1500 AD, 86 of which were driven extinct by overhunting or 
overfishing. 


Estimates of Present-Time Extinction Rates 


Estimates of extinction rates are hampered by the fact that most extinctions are probably happening without 
observation. The extinction of a bird or mammal is likely to be noticed by humans, especially if it has been hunted 
or used in some other way. But there are many organisms that are of less interest to humans (not necessarily of less 
value) and many that are undescribed. 


The background extinction rate is estimated to be about one per million species per year (E/MSY). For example, 
assuming there are about ten million species in existence, the expectation is that ten species would become extinct 
each year (each year represents ten million species per year). 


One contemporary extinction rate estimate uses the extinctions in the written record since the year 1500. For birds 
alone this method yields an estimate of 26 E/MSY. However, this value may be underestimated for three reasons. 
First, many species would not have been described until much later in the time period, so their loss would have 
gone unnoticed. Second, the number of recently extinct species is increasing because extinct species now are being 
described from skeletal remains. And third, some species are probably already extinct even though 
conservationists are reluctant to name them as such. Taking these factors into account raises the estimated 
extinction rate closer to 100 E/MSY. The predicted rate by the end of the century is 1500 E/MSY. 


A second approach to estimating present-time extinction rates is to correlate species loss with habitat loss by 
measuring forest-area loss and understanding species-area relationships. The species-area relationship is the rate 
at which new species are seen when the area surveyed is increased. Studies have shown that the number of species 
present increases as the size of the island increases. This phenomenon has also been shown to hold true in other 
habitats as well. Turning this relationship around, if the habitat area is reduced, the number of species living there 
will also decline. Estimates of extinction rates based on habitat loss and species-area relationships have suggested 
that with about 90 percent habitat loss an expected 50 percent of species would become extinct. Species-area 
estimates have led to species extinction rate calculations of about 1000 E/MSY and higher. In general, actual 
observations do not show this amount of loss and suggestions have been made that there is a delay in extinction. 
Recent work has also called into question the applicability of the species-area relationship when estimating the loss 
of species. This work argues that the species-area relationship leads to an overestimate of extinction rates. A better 
relationship to use may be the endemics-area relationship. Using this method would bring estimates down to 
around 500 E/MSY in the coming century. Note that this value is still 500 times the background rate. 
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Studies have shown that the 
number of species present 
increases with the size of the 
habitat. (credit: modification of 
work by Adam B. Smith) 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Check out this interactive exploration of endangered and extinct species, their ecosystems, and the causes of the 
endangerment or extinction. 


Section Summary 


Biodiversity exists at multiple levels of organization and is measured in different ways depending on the goals of 
those taking the measurements. These measurements include numbers of species, genetic diversity, chemical 
diversity, and ecosystem diversity. The number of described species is estimated to be 1.5 million with about 
17,000 new species being described each year. Estimates for the total number of species on Earth vary but are on 
the order of 10 million. Biodiversity is negatively correlated with latitude for most taxa, meaning that biodiversity 
is higher in the tropics. The mechanism for this pattern is not known with certainty, but several plausible 
hypotheses have been advanced. 


Five mass extinctions with losses of more than 50 percent of extant species are observable in the fossil record. 
Biodiversity recovery times after mass extinctions vary, but have been up to 30 million years. Recent extinctions 
are recorded in written history and are the basis for one method of estimating contemporary extinction rates. The 
other method uses measures of habitat loss and species-area relationships. Estimates of contemporary extinction 
rates vary, but some rates are as high as 500 times the background rate, as determined from the fossil record, and 
are predicted to rise. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


[link] Scientists measured the relative abundance of fern spores above and below the K-Pg boundary in this 
rock sample. Which of the following statements most likely represents their findings? 


a. An abundance of fern spores from several species was found below the K-Pg boundary, but none was 
found above. 

b. An abundance of fern spores from several species was found above the K-Pg boundary, but none was 
found below. 

c. An abundance of fern spores was found both above and below the K-Pg boundary, but only one species 
was found below the boundary , and many species were found above the boundary. 

d. Many species of fern spores were found both above and below the boundary, but the total number of 
spores was greater below the boundary. 


Solution: 


[link] A. An abundance of fern spores from several species was found below the K-Pg boundary, but none 
was found above. 


Review Questions 
Exercise: 
Problem: 


With an extinction rate of 100 E/MSY and an estimated 10 million species, how many extinctions are 
expected to occur in a century? 


a. 100 

b. 10, 000 

c. 100, 000 
d. 1, 000, 000 


Solution: 


C 
Exercise: 
Problem: An adaptive radiation is 
a. a burst of speciation 
b. a healthy level of UV radiation 


c. a hypothesized cause of a mass extinction 
d. evidence of an asteroid impact 


Solution: 


A 


Exercise: 


Problem:The number of currently described species on the planet is about 


a. 17,000 

b. 150,000 

c. 1.5 million 
d. 10 million 


Solution: 
C 
Exercise: 
Problem:A mass extinction is defined as 


a. a loss of 95 percent of species 

b. an asteroid impact 

c. a boundary between geological periods 
d. a loss of 50 percent of species 


Solution: 


D 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: Describe the evidence for the cause of the Cretaceous—Paleogene (K—Pg) mass extinction. 


Solution: 


The hypothesized cause of the K—Pg extinction event is an asteroid impact. The first piece of evidence of the 
impact is a spike in iridium (an element that is rare on Earth, but common in meteors) in the geological layers 
that mark the K—Pg transition. The second piece of evidence is an impact crater off the Yucatan Peninsula that 
is the right size and age to have caused the extinction event. 


Exercise: 


Problem: Describe the two methods used to calculate contemporary extinction rates. 


Solution: 


Extinction rates are calculated based on the recorded extinction of species in the past 500 years. Adjustments 
are made for unobserved extinctions and undiscovered species. The second method is a calculation based on 
the amount of habitat destruction and species-area curves. 


Glossary 


adaptive radiation 
rapid branching through speciation of a phylogenetic tree into many closely related species 


biodiversity 
variety of a biological system, typically conceived as the number of species, but also applying to genes, 
biochemistry, and ecosystems 


biodiversity hotspot 
concept originated by Norman Myers to describe a geographical region with a large number of endemic 
species and a large percentage of degraded habitat 


chemical diversity 
variety of metabolic compounds in an ecosystem 


ecosystem diversity 
variety of ecosystems 


endemic species 
species native to one place 


extinction 
disappearance of a species from Earth; local extinction is the disappearance of a species from a region 


extinction rate 
number of species becoming extinct over time, sometimes defined as extinctions per million species—years to 
make numbers manageable (E/MSY) 


genetic diversity 
variety of genes in a species or other taxonomic group or ecosystem, the term can refer to allelic diversity or 
genome-wide diversity 


heterogeneity 
number of ecological niches 


megafauna 
large animals 


species-area relationship 
relationship between area surveyed and number of species encountered; typically measured by incrementally 
increasing the area of a survey and determining the cumulative numbers of species 


The Importance of Biodiversity to Human Life 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


¢ Identify chemical diversity benefits to humans 
e Identify biodiversity components that support human agriculture 
e Describe ecosystem services 


It may not be clear why biologists are concerned about biodiversity loss. 
When biodiversity loss is thought of as the extinction of the passenger 
pigeon, the dodo bird, and even the woolly mammoth, the loss may appear 
to be an emotional one. But is the loss practically important for the welfare 
of the human species? From the perspective of evolution and ecology, the 
loss of a particular individual species is unimportant (however, the loss of a 
keystone species can lead to ecological disaster). Extinction is a normal part 
of macroevolution. But the accelerated extinction rate means the loss of 
tens of thousands of species within our lifetimes, and it is likely to have 
dramatic effects on human welfare through the collapse of ecosystems and 
in added costs to maintain food production, clean air and water, and human 
health. 


Agriculture began after early hunter-gatherer societies first settled in one 
place and heavily modified their immediate environment. This cultural 
transition has made it difficult for humans to recognize their dependence on 
undomesticated living things on the planet. Biologists recognize the human 
species is embedded in ecosystems and is dependent on them, just as every 
other species on the planet is dependent. Technology smoothes out the 
extremes of existence, but ultimately the human species cannot exist 
without its ecosystem. 


Human Health 


Contemporary societies that live close to the land often have a broad 
knowledge of the medicinal uses of plants growing in their area. Most 
plants produce secondary plant compounds, which are toxins used to 
protect the plant from insects and other animals that eat them, but some of 
which also work as medication. For centuries in Europe, older knowledge 
about the medical uses of plants was compiled in herbals—books that 


identified plants and their uses. Humans are not the only species to use 
plants for medicinal reasons: the great apes, orangutans, chimpanzees, 
bonobos, and gorillas have all been observed self-medicating with plants. 


Modern pharmaceutical science also recognizes the importance of these 
plant compounds. Examples of significant medicines derived from plant 
compounds include aspirin, codeine, digoxin, atropine, and vincristine 
({link]). Many medicines were once derived from plant extracts but are now 
synthesized. It is estimated that, at one time, 25 percent of modern drugs 
contained at least one plant extract. That number has probably decreased to 
about 10 percent as natural plant ingredients are replaced by synthetic 
versions. Antibiotics, which are responsible for extraordinary improvements 
in health and lifespans in developed countries, are compounds largely 
derived from fungi and bacteria. 


Catharanthus roseus, the 
Madagascar periwinkle, has 
various medicinal properties. 
Among other uses, it is a source 
of vincristine, a drug used in the 
treatment of lymphomas. 
(credit: Forest and Kim Starr) 


In recent years, animal venoms and poisons have excited intense research 
for their medicinal potential. By 2007, the FDA had approved five drugs 
based on animal toxins to treat diseases such as hypertension, chronic pain, 
and diabetes. Another five drugs are undergoing clinical trials, and at least 
six drugs are being used in other countries. Other toxins under investigation 
come from mammals, snakes, lizards, various amphibians, fish, snails, 
octopuses, and scorpions. 


Aside from representing billions of dollars in profits, these medicines 
improve people’s lives. Pharmaceutical companies are actively looking for 
new compounds synthesized by living organisms that can function as 
medicine. It is estimated that 1/3 of pharmaceutical research and 
development is spent on natural compounds and that about 35 percent of 
new drugs brought to market between 1981 and 2002 were from natural 
compounds. The opportunities for new medications will be reduced in 
direct proportion to the disappearance of species. 


Agricultural Diversity 


Since the beginning of human agriculture more than 10,000 years ago, 
human groups have been breeding and selecting crop varieties. This crop 
diversity matched the cultural diversity of highly subdivided populations of 
humans. For example, potatoes were domesticated beginning around 7,000 
years ago in the central Andes of Peru and Bolivia. The potatoes grown in 
that region belong to seven species and the number of varieties likely is in 
the thousands. Each variety has been bred to thrive at particular elevations 
and soil and climate conditions. The diversity is driven by the diverse 
demands of the topography, the limited movement of people, and the 
demands created by crop rotation for different varieties that will do well in 
different fields. 


Potatoes are only one example of human-generated diversity. Every plant, 
animal, and fungus that has been cultivated by humans has been bred from 
original wild ancestor species into diverse varieties arising from the 
demands for food value, adaptation to growing conditions, and resistance to 
pests. The potato demonstrates a well-known example of the risks of low 
crop diversity: the tragic Irish potato famine when the single variety grown 


in Ireland became susceptible to a potato blight, wiping out the crop. The 
loss of the crop led to famine, death, and mass emigration. Resistance to 
disease is a chief benefit to maintaining crop biodiversity, and lack of 
diversity in contemporary crop species carries similar risks. Seed 
companies, which are the source of most crop varieties in developed 
countries, must continually breed new varieties to keep up with evolving 
pest organisms. These same seed companies, however, have participated in 
the decline of the number of varieties available as they focus on selling 
fewer varieties in more areas of the world. 


The ability to create new crop varieties relies on the diversity of varieties 
available and the accessibility of wild forms related to the crop plant. These 
wild forms are often the source of new gene variants that can be bred with 
existing varieties to create varieties with new attributes. Loss of wild 
species related to a crop will mean the loss of potential in crop 
improvement. Maintaining the genetic diversity of wild species related to 
domesticated species ensures our continued food supply. 


Since the 1920s, government agriculture departments have maintained seed 
banks of crop varieties as a way to maintain crop diversity. This system has 
flaws because, over time, seed banks are lost through accidents, and there is 
no way to replace them. In 2008, the Svalbard Global Seed Vault ([link]) 
began storing seeds from around the world as a backup system to the 
regional seed banks. If a regional seed bank stores varieties in Svalbard, 
losses can be replaced from Svalbard. The seed vault is located deep into 
the rock of an arctic island. Conditions within the vault are maintained at 
ideal temperature and humidity for seed survival, but the deep underground 
location of the vault in the arctic means that failure of the vault’s systems 
will not compromise the climatic conditions inside the vault. 


Note: 
Art Connection 


The Svalbard Global Seed Vault 
is a storage facility for seeds of 
Earth’s diverse crops. (credit: 
Mari Tefre, Svalbard Global 
Seed Vault) 


The Svalbard Global Seed Vault is located on Spitsbergen island in 
Norway, which has an arctic climate. Why might an arctic climate be good 
for seed storage? 


Crop success s is largely dependent on the quality of the soil. Although 
some agricultural soils are rendered sterile using controversial cultivation 
and chemical treatments, most contain a huge diversity of organisms that 
maintain nutrient cycles—breaking down organic matter into nutrient 
compounds that crops need for growth. These organisms also maintain soil 
texture that affects water and oxygen dynamics in the soil that are necessary 
for plant growth. If farmers had to maintain arable soil using alternate 
means, the cost of food would be much higher than it is now. These kinds of 
processes are called ecosystem services. They occur within ecosystems, 
such as soil ecosystems, as a result of the diverse metabolic activities of the 
organisms living there, but they provide benefits to human food production, 
drinking water availability, and breathable air. 


Other key ecosystem services related to food production are plant 
pollination and crop pest control. Over 150 crops in the United States 
require pollination to produce. One estimate of the benefit of honeybee 
pollination within the United States is $1.6 billion per year; other 
pollinators contribute up to $6.7 billion more. 


Many honeybee populations are managed by apiarists who rent out their 
hives’ services to farmers. Honeybee populations in North America have 
been suffering large losses caused by a syndrome known as colony collapse 
disorder, whose cause is unclear. Other pollinators include a diverse array of 
other bee species and various insects and birds. Loss of these species would 
make growing crops requiring pollination impossible, increasing 
dependence on other crops. 


Finally, humans compete for their food with crop pests, most of which are 
insects. Pesticides control these competitors; however, pesticides are costly 
and lose their effectiveness over time as pest populations adapt. They also 
lead to collateral damage by killing non-pest species and risking the health 
of consumers and agricultural workers. Ecologists believe that the bulk of 
the work in removing pests is actually done by predators and parasites of 
those pests, but the impact has not been well studied. A review found that in 
74 percent of studies that looked for an effect of landscape complexity on 
natural enemies of pests, the greater the complexity, the greater the effect of 
pest-suppressing organisms. An experimental study found that introducing 
multiple enemies of pea aphids (an important alfalfa pest) increased the 
yield of alfalfa significantly. This study shows the importance of landscape 
diversity via the question of whether a diversity of pests is more effective at 
control than one single pest; the results showed this to be the case. Loss of 
diversity in pest enemies will inevitably make it more difficult and costly to 
grow food. 


Wild Food Sources 


In addition to growing crops and raising animals for food, humans obtain 
food resources from wild populations, primarily fish populations. For 
approximately 1 billion people, aquatic resources provide the main source 
of animal protein. But since 1990, global fish production has declined. 


Despite considerable effort, few fisheries on the planet are managed for 
sustainability. 


Fishery extinctions rarely lead to complete extinction of the harvested 
species, but rather to a radical restructuring of the marine ecosystem in 
which a dominant species is so over-harvested that it becomes a minor 
player, ecologically. In addition to humans losing the food source, these 
alterations affect many other species in ways that are difficult or impossible 
to predict. The collapse of fisheries has dramatic and long-lasting effects on 
local populations that work in the fishery. In addition, the loss of an 
inexpensive protein source to populations that cannot afford to replace it 
will increase the cost of living and limit societies in other ways. In general, 
the fish taken from fisheries have shifted to smaller species as larger species 
are fished to extinction. The ultimate outcome could clearly be the loss of 
aquatic systems as food sources. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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View a brief video discussing declining fish stocks. 


Psychological and Moral Value 


Finally, it has been argued that humans benefit psychologically from living 
in a biodiverse world. A chief proponent of this idea is entomologist E. O. 
Wilson. He argues that human evolutionary history has adapted us to live in 
a natural environment and that built environments generate stressors that 
affect human health and well-being. There is considerable research into the 


psychological regenerative benefits of natural landscapes that suggests the 
hypothesis may hold some truth. In addition, there is a moral argument that 
humans have a responsibility to inflict as little harm as possible on other 
species. 


Section Summary 


Humans use many compounds that were first discovered or derived from 
living organisms as medicines: secondary plant compounds, animal toxins, 
and antibiotics produced by bacteria and fungi. More medicines are 
expected to be discovered in nature. Loss of biodiversity will impact the 
number of pharmaceuticals available to humans. 


Crop diversity is a requirement for food security, and it is being lost. The 
loss of wild relatives to crops also threatens breeders’ abilities to create new 
varieties. Ecosystems provide ecosystem services that support human 
agriculture: pollination, nutrient cycling, pest control, and soil development 
and maintenance. Loss of biodiversity threatens these ecosystem services 
and risks making food production more expensive or impossible. Wild food 
sources are mainly aquatic, but few are being managed for sustainability. 
Fisheries’ ability to provide protein to human populations is threatened 
when extinction occurs. 


Biodiversity may provide important psychological benefits to humans. 
Additionally, there are moral arguments for the maintenance of biodiversity. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


[link] The Svalbard Global Seed Vault is located on Spitsbergen island 
in Norway, which has an arctic climate. Why might an arctic climate 
be good for seed storage? 


Solution: 


[link] The ground is permanently frozen so the seeds will keep even if 
the electricity fails. 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


A secondary plant compound might be used for which of the 
following? 


a. a new crop variety 
b. anew drug 

c. a soil nutrient 

d. a pest of a crop pest 


Solution: 


B 


Exercise: 


Problem: Pollination is an example of 


a. a possible source of new drugs 
b. chemical diversity 

c. an ecosystem service 

d. crop pest control 


Solution: 


G 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


What is an ecosystem service that performs the same function as a 
pesticide? 


a. pollination 

b. secondary plant compounds 
c. crop diversity 

d. predators of pests 


Solution: 


D 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem:Explain how biodiversity loss can impact crop diversity. 
Solution: 


Crop plants are derived from wild plants, and genes from wild 
relatives are frequently brought into crop varieties by plant breeders to 
add valued characteristics to the crops. If the wild species are lost, then 
this genetic variation would no longer be available. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Describe two types of compounds from living things that are used as 
medications. 


Solution: 


Secondary plant compounds are toxins produced by plants to kill 
predators trying to eat them; some of these compounds can be used as 
drugs. Animal toxins such as snake venom can also be used as drugs. 
(Alternate answer: antibiotics are compounds produced by bacteria and 
fungi which can be used to kill bacteria.) 


Glossary 


secondary plant compound 
compound produced as byproducts of plant metabolic processes that is 
usually toxic, but is sequestered by the plant to defend against 
herbivores 


Threats to Biodiversity 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Identify significant threats to biodiversity 

e Explain the effects of habitat loss, exotic species, and hunting on 
biodiversity 

e Identify the early and predicted effects of climate change on 
biodiversity 


The core threat to biodiversity on the planet, and therefore a threat to 
human welfare, is the combination of human population growth and 
resource exploitation. The human population requires resources to survive 
and grow, and those resources are being removed unsustainably from the 
environment. The three greatest proximate threats to biodiversity are habitat 
loss, overharvesting, and introduction of exotic species. The first two of 
these are a direct result of human population growth and resource use. The 
third results from increased mobility and trade. A fourth major cause of 
extinction, anthropogenic climate change, has not yet had a large impact, 
but it is predicted to become significant during this century. Global climate 
change is also a consequence of human population needs for energy and the 
use of fossil fuels to meet those needs ({link]). Environmental issues, such 
as toxic pollution, have specific targeted effects on species, but they are not 
generally seen as threats at the magnitude of the others. 
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Atmospheric carbon dioxide levels fluctuate in 
a cyclical manner. However, the burning of 
fossil fuels in recent history has caused a 
dramatic increase in the levels of carbon 
dioxide in the Earth’s atmosphere, which have 
now reached levels never before seen in human 
history. Scientists predict that the addition of 
this “greenhouse gas” to the atmosphere is 
resulting in climate change that will 
significantly impact biodiversity in the coming 
century. 


Habitat Loss 


Humans rely on technology to modify their environment and replace certain 
functions that were once performed by the natural ecosystem. Other species 
cannot do this. Elimination of their ecosystem—whether it is a forest, a 
desert, a grassland, a freshwater estuarine, or a marine environment—will 
kill the individuals in the species. Remove the entire habitat within the 
range of a species and, unless they are one of the few species that do well in 
human-built environments, the species will become extinct. Human 
destruction of habitats accelerated in the latter half of the twentieth century. 
Consider the exceptional biodiversity of Sumatra: it is home to one species 
of orangutan, a species of critically endangered elephant, and the Sumatran 
tiger, but half of Sumatra’s forest is now gone. The neighboring island of 
Borneo, home to the other species of orangutan, has lost a similar area of 
forest. Forest loss continues in protected areas of Borneo. The orangutan in 
Borneo is listed as endangered by the International Union for Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN), but it is simply the most visible of thousands of species 
that will not survive the disappearance of the forests of Borneo. The forests 
are removed for timber and to plant palm oil plantations (({link]). Palm oil is 
used in many products including food products, cosmetics, and biodiesel in 
Europe. A five-year estimate of global forest cover loss for the years 2000— 
2005 was 3.1 percent. In the humid tropics where forest loss is primarily 
from timber extraction, 272,000 km? was lost out of a global total of 


11,564,000 km? (or 2.4 percent). In the tropics, these losses certainly also 
represent the extinction of species because of high levels of endemism. 
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(a) One species of orangutan, Pongo 
pygmaeus, is found only in the rainforests of 
Borneo, and the other species of orangutan 
(Pongo abelii) is found only in the 
rainforests of Sumatra. These animals are 
examples of the exceptional biodiversity of 


(c) the islands of Sumatra and Borneo. Other 
species include the (b) Sumatran tiger 
(Panthera tigris sumatrae) and the (d) 
Sumatran elephant (Elephas maximus 

sumatranus), both critically endangered 
species. Rainforest habitat is being removed 
to make way for (e) oil palm plantations 
such as this one in Borneo’s Sabah Province. 
(credit a: modification of work by Thorsten 
Bachner; credit b: modification of work by 

Dick Mudde; credit c: modification of work 
by U.S. CIA World Factbook; credit d: 

modification of work by “Nonprofit 

Organizations”/Flickr; credit e: modification 

of work by Dr. Lian Pin Koh) 


Note: 

Everyday Connection 

Preventing Habitat Destruction with Wise Wood Choices 

Most consumers do not imagine that the home improvement products they 
buy might be contributing to habitat loss and species extinctions. Yet the 
market for illegally harvested tropical timber is huge, and the wood 
products often find themselves in building supply stores in the United 
States. One estimate is that 10 percent of the imported timber stream in the 
United States, which is the world’s largest consumer of wood products, is 
potentially illegally logged. In 2006, this amounted to $3.6 billion in wood 
products. Most of the illegal products are imported from countries that act 
as intermediaries and are not the originators of the wood. 

How is it possible to determine if a wood product, such as flooring, was 
harvested sustainably or even legally? The Forest Stewardship Council 
(FSC) certifies sustainably harvested forest products, therefore, looking for 
their certification on flooring and other hardwood products is one way to 
ensure that the wood has not been taken illegally from a tropical forest. 


Certification applies to specific products, not to a producer; some 
producers’ products may not have certification while other products are 
certified. While there are other industry-backed certifications other than the 
FSC, these are unreliable due to lack of independence from the industry. 
Another approach is to buy domestic wood species. While it would be 
great if there was a list of legal versus illegal wood products, it is not that 
simple. Logging and forest management laws vary from country to 
country; what is illegal in one country may be legal in another. Where and 
how a product is harvested and whether the forest from which it comes is 
being maintained sustainably all factor into whether a wood product will 
be certified by the FSC. It is always a good idea to ask questions about 
where a wood product came from and how the supplier knows that it was 
harvested legally. 


Habitat destruction can affect ecosystems other than forests. Rivers and 
streams are important ecosystems and are frequently modified through land 
development and from damming or water removal. Damming of rivers 
affects the water flow and access to all parts of a river. Differing flow 
regimes can reduce or eliminate populations that are adapted to these 
changes in flow patterns. For example, an estimated 91percent of river 
lengths in the United States have been developed: they have modifications 
like dams, to create energy or store water; levees, to prevent flooding; or 
dredging or rerouting, to create land that is more suitable for human 
development. Many fish species in the United States, especially rare species 
or species with restricted distributions, have seen declines caused by river 
damming and habitat loss. Research has confirmed that species of 
amphibians that must carry out parts of their life cycles in both aquatic and 
terrestrial habitats have a greater chance of suffering population declines 
and extinction because of the increased likelihood that one of their habitats 
or access between them will be lost. 


Overharvesting 


Overharvesting is a serious threat to many species, but particularly to 
aquatic species. There are many examples of regulated commercial fisheries 


monitored by fisheries scientists that have nevertheless collapsed. The 
western Atlantic cod fishery is the most spectacular recent collapse. While 
it was a hugely productive fishery for 400 years, the introduction of modern 
factory trawlers in the 1980s and the pressure on the fishery led to it 
becoming unsustainable. The causes of fishery collapse are both economic 
and political in nature. Most fisheries are managed as a common (shared) 
resource even when the fishing territory lies within a country’s territorial 
waters. Common resources are subject to an economic pressure known as 
the tragedy of the commons in which essentially no fisher has a 
motivation to exercise restraint in harvesting a fishery when it is not owned 
by that fisher. The natural outcome of harvests of resources held in common 
is their overexploitation. While large fisheries are regulated to attempt to 
avoid this pressure, it still exists in the background. This overexploitation is 
exacerbated when access to the fishery is open and unregulated and when 
technology gives fishers the ability to overfish. In a few fisheries, the 
biological growth of the resource is less than the potential growth of the 
profits made from fishing if that time and money were invested elsewhere. 
In these cases—whales are an example—economic forces will always drive 
toward fishing the population to extinction. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Explore a U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service interactive map of critical habitat 
for endangered and threatened species in the United States. To begin, select 
“Visit the online mapper.” 


For the most part, fishery extinction is not equivalent to biological 
extinction—the last fish of a species is rarely fished out of the ocean. At the 
same time, fishery extinction is still harmful to fish species and their 
ecosystems. There are some instances in which true extinction is a 
possibility. Whales have slow-growing populations and are at risk of 
complete extinction through hunting. There are some species of sharks with 
restricted distributions that are at risk of extinction. The groupers are 
another population of generally slow-growing fishes that, in the Caribbean, 
includes a number of species that are at risk of extinction from overfishing. 


Coral reefs are extremely diverse marine ecosystems that face peril from 
several processes. Reefs are home to 1/3 of the world’s marine fish species 
—about 4,000 species—despite making up only 1 percent of marine habitat. 
Most home marine aquaria are stocked with wild-caught organisms, not 
cultured organisms. Although no species is known to have been driven 
extinct by the pet trade in marine species, there are studies showing that 
populations of some species have declined in response to harvesting, 
indicating that the harvest is not sustainable at those levels. There are 
concerns about the effect of the pet trade on some terrestrial species such as 
turtles, amphibians, birds, plants, and even the orangutan. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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View a brief video discussing the role of marine ecosystems in supporting 
human welfare and the decline of ocean ecosystems. 


Bush meat is the generic term used for wild animals killed for food. 
Hunting is practiced throughout the world, but hunting practices, 
particularly in equatorial Africa and parts of Asia, are believed to threaten 
several species with extinction. Traditionally, bush meat in Africa was 
hunted to feed families directly; however, recent commercialization of the 
practice now has bush meat available in grocery stores, which has increased 
harvest rates to the level of unsustainability. Additionally, human 
population growth has increased the need for protein foods that are not 
being met from agriculture. Species threatened by the bush meat trade are 
mostly mammals including many primates living in the Congo basin. 


Exotic Species 


Exotic species are species that have been intentionally or unintentionally 
introduced by humans into an ecosystem in which they did not evolve. Such 
introductions likely occur frequently as natural phenomena. For example, 
Kudzu (Pueraria lobata), which is native to Japan, was introduced in the 
United States in 1876. It was later planted for soil conservation. 
Problematically, it grows too well in the southeastern United States—tup to 
a foot a day. It is now a pest species and covers over 7 million acres in the 
southeastern United States. If an introduced species is able to survive in its 
new habitat, that introduction is now reflected in the observed range of the 
species. Human transportation of people and goods, including the 
intentional transport of organisms for trade, has dramatically increased the 
introduction of species into new ecosystems, sometimes at distances that are 
well beyond the capacity of the species to ever travel itself and outside the 
range of the species’ natural predators. 


Most exotic species introductions probably fail because of the low number 
of individuals introduced or poor adaptation to the ecosystem they enter. 
Some species, however, possess preadaptations that can make them 
especially successful in a new ecosystem. These exotic species often 
undergo dramatic population increases in their new habitat and reset the 
ecological conditions in the new environment, threatening the species that 
exist there. For this reason, exotic species are also called invasive species. 
Exotic species can threaten other species through competition for resources, 
predation, or disease. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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Explore an interactive global database of exotic or invasive species. 


Lakes and islands are particularly vulnerable to extinction threats from 
introduced species. In Lake Victoria, as mentioned earlier, the intentional 
introduction of the Nile perch was largely responsible for the extinction of 
about 200 species of cichlids. The accidental introduction of the brown tree 
snake via aircraft ([link]) from the Solomon Islands to Guam in 1950 has 
led to the extinction of three species of birds and three to five species of 
reptiles endemic to the island. Several other species are still threatened. The 
brown tree snake is adept at exploiting human transportation as a means to 
migrate; one was even found on an aircraft arriving in Corpus Christi, 
Texas. Constant vigilance on the part of airport, military, and commercial 
aircraft personnel is required to prevent the snake from moving from Guam 
to other islands in the Pacific, especially Hawaii. Islands do not make up a 
large area of land on the globe, but they do contain a disproportionate 
number of endemic species because of their isolation from mainland 
ancestors. 


The brown tree snake, Boiga 
irregularis, is an exotic species 
that has caused numerous 
extinctions on the island of Guam 
since its accidental introduction in 
1950. (credit: NPS) 


It now appears that the global decline in amphibian species recognized in 
the 1990s is, in some part, caused by the fungus Batrachochytrium 
dendrobatidis, which causes the disease chytridiomycosis ([link]). There is 
evidence that the fungus is native to Africa and may have been spread 
throughout the world by transport of a commonly used laboratory and pet 
species: the African clawed toad (Xenopus laevis). It may well be that 
biologists themselves are responsible for spreading this disease worldwide. 
The North American bullfrog, Rana catesbeiana, which has also been 
widely introduced as a food animal but which easily escapes captivity, 
survives most infections of Batrachochytrium dendrobatidis and can act as 
a reservoir for the disease. 


This Limosa Harlequin Frog 
(Atelopus limosus), an 
endangered species from 
Panama, died from a fungal 
disease called 
chytridiomycosis. The red 
lesions are symptomatic of 
the disease. (credit: Brian 
Gratwicke) 


Early evidence suggests that another fungal pathogen, Geomyces 
destructans, introduced from Europe is responsible for white-nose 
syndrome, which infects cave-hibernating bats in eastern North America 
and has spread from a point of origin in western New York State ((link]). 
The disease has decimated bat populations and threatens extinction of 
species already listed as endangered: the Indiana bat, Myotis sodalis, and 
potentially the Virginia big-eared bat, Corynorhinus townsendii virginianus. 
How the fungus was introduced is unclear, but one logical presumption 
would be that recreational cavers unintentionally brought the fungus on 
clothes or equipment from Europe. 


This little brown bat in 


Greeley Mine, Vermont, 
March 26, 2009, was found 
to have white-nose syndrome. 
(credit: Marvin Moriarty, 
USFWS) 


Climate Change 


Climate change, and specifically the anthropogenic (meaning, caused by 
humans) warming trend presently underway, is recognized as a major 
extinction threat, particularly when combined with other threats such as 
habitat loss. Scientists disagree about the likely magnitude of the effects, 
with extinction rate estimates ranging from 15 percent to 40 percent of 
species committed to extinction by 2050. Scientists do agree, however, that 
climate change will alter regional climates, including rainfall and snowfall 
patterns, making habitats less hospitable to the species living in them. The 
warming trend will shift colder climates toward the north and south poles, 
forcing species to move with their adapted climate norms while facing 
habitat gaps along the way. The shifting ranges will impose new 


competitive regimes on species as they find themselves in contact with 
other species not present in their historic range. One such unexpected 
species contact is between polar bears and grizzly bears. Previously, these 
two species had separate ranges. Now, their ranges are overlapping and 
there are documented cases of these two species mating and producing 
viable offspring. Changing climates also throw off species’ delicate timing 
adaptations to seasonal food resources and breeding times. Many 
contemporary mismatches to shifts in resource availability and timing have 
already been documented. 


Historic grizzly i Extended range of Y Polar bear 
bear habitat grizzly bear habitat Yr habitat 


Since 2008, grizzly bears (Ursus 
arctos horribilis) have been 
spotted farther north than their 
historic range, a possible 
consequence of climate change. 


As aresult, grizzly bear habitat 
now overlaps polar bear 
(Ursus maritimus) habitat. The 
two kinds of bears, which are 
capable of mating and producing 
viable offspring, are considered 
separate species as historically 
they lived in different habitats and 
never met. However, in 2006 a 
hunter shot a wild grizzly-polar 
bear hybrid known as a grolar 
bear, the first wild hybrid ever 
found. 


Range shifts are already being observed: for example, some European bird 
species ranges have moved 91 km northward. The same study suggested 
that the optimal shift based on warming trends was double that distance, 
suggesting that the populations are not moving quickly enough. Range 
shifts have also been observed in plants, butterflies, other insects, 
freshwater fishes, reptiles, and mammals. 


Climate gradients will also move up mountains, eventually crowding 
species higher in altitude and eliminating the habitat for those species 
adapted to the highest elevations. Some climates will completely disappear. 
The rate of warming appears to be accelerated in the arctic, which is 
recognized as a serious threat to polar bear populations that require sea ice 
to hunt seals during the winter months: seals are the only source of protein 
available to polar bears. A trend to decreasing sea ice coverage has occurred 
since observations began in the mid-twentieth century. The rate of decline 
observed in recent years is far greater than previously predicted by climate 
models. 


Finally, global warming will raise ocean levels due to melt water from 
glaciers and the greater volume of warmer water. Shorelines will be 
inundated, reducing island size, which will have an effect on some species, 


and a number of islands will disappear entirely. Additionally, the gradual 
melting and subsequent refreezing of the poles, glaciers, and higher 
elevation mountains—a cycle that has provided freshwater to environments 
for centuries—will also be jeopardized. This could result in an 
overabundance of salt water and a shortage of fresh water. 


Section Summary 


The core threats to biodiversity are human population growth and 
unsustainable resource use. To date, the most significant causes of 
extinctions are habitat loss, introduction of exotic species, and 
overharvesting. Climate change is predicted to be a significant cause of 
extinctions in the coming century. Habitat loss occurs through deforestation, 
damming of rivers, and other activities. Overharvesting is a threat 
particularly to aquatic species, while the taking of bush meat in the humid 
tropics threatens many species in Asia, Africa, and the Americas. Exotic 
species have been the cause of a number of extinctions and are especially 
damaging to islands and lakes. Exotic species’ introductions are increasing 
because of the increased mobility of human populations and growing global 
trade and transportation. Climate change is forcing range changes that may 
lead to extinction. It is also affecting adaptations to the timing of resource 
availability that negatively affects species in seasonal environments. The 
impacts of climate change are greatest in the arctic. Global warming will 
also raise sea levels, eliminating some islands and reducing the area of all 
others. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 
Converting a prairie to a farm field is an example of 


a. overharvesting 
b. habitat loss 
c. exotic species 


d. climate change 


Solution: 


B 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: 
Which two extinction risks may be a direct result of the pet trade? 


a. Climate change and exotic species introduction 
b. habitat loss and overharvesting 
c. overharvesting and exotic species introduction 
d. habitat loss and climate change 


Solution: 


C 
Exercise: 


Problem: 
Exotic species are especially threatening to what kind of ecosystem? 


a. deserts 

b. marine ecosystems 
c. islands 

d. tropical forests 


Solution: 


Free Response 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


Describe the mechanisms by which human population growth and 
resource use causes increased extinction rates. 


Solution: 


Human population growth leads to unsustainable resource use, which 
causes habitat destruction to build new human settlements, create 
agricultural fields, and so on. Larger human populations have also led 
to unsustainable fishing and hunting of wild animal populations. 
Excessive use of fossil fuels also leads to global warming. 


Exercise: 
Problem: 


Explain what extinction threats a frog living on a mountainside in 
Costa Rica might face. 


Solution: 

The frog is at risk from global warming shifting its preferred habitat up 
the mountain. In addition, it will be at risk from exotic species, either 
as a new predator or through the impact of transmitted diseases such as 
chytridiomycosis. It is also possible that habitat destruction will 
threaten the species. 


Glossary 


bush meat 


wild-caught animal used as food (typically mammals, birds, and 
reptiles); usually referring to hunting in the tropics of sub-Saharan 
Africa, Asia, and the Americas 


chytridiomycosis 
disease of amphibians caused by the fungus Batrachochytrium 
dendrobatidis; thought to be a major cause of the global amphibian 
decline 


exotic species 
(also, invasive species) species that has been introduced to an 
ecosystem in which it did not evolve 


tragedy of the commons 
economic principle that resources held in common will inevitably be 
overexploited 


white-nose syndrome 
disease of cave-hibernating bats in the eastern United States and 
Canada associated with the fungus Geomyces destructans 


Preserving Biodiversity 
By the end of this section, you will be able to: 


e Identify new technologies for describing biodiversity 

e Explain the legislative framework for conservation 

e Describe principles and challenges of conservation preserve design 
e Identify examples of the effects of habitat restoration 

e Discuss the role of zoos in biodiversity conservation 


Preserving biodiversity is an extraordinary challenge that must be met by 
greater understanding of biodiversity itself, changes in human behavior and 
beliefs, and various preservation strategies. 


Measuring Biodiversity 


The technology of molecular genetics and data processing and storage are 
maturing to the point where cataloguing the planet’s species in an accessible 
way is close to feasible. DNA barcoding is one molecular genetic method, 
which takes advantage of rapid evolution in a mitochondrial gene present in 
eukaryotes, excepting the plants, to identify species using the sequence of 
portions of the gene. Plants may be barcoded using a combination of 
chloroplast genes. Rapid mass sequencing machines make the molecular 
genetics portion of the work relatively inexpensive and quick. Computer 
resources store and make available the large volumes of data. Projects are 
currently underway to use DNA barcoding to catalog museum specimens, 
which have already been named and studied, as well as testing the method 
on less studied groups. As of mid 2012, close to 150,000 named species had 
been barcoded. Early studies suggest there are significant numbers of 
undescribed species that looked too much like sibling species to previously 
be recognized as different. These now can be identified with DNA 
barcoding. 


Numerous computer databases now provide information about named 
species and a framework for adding new species. However, as already 
noted, at the present rate of description of new species, it will take close to 
500 years before the complete catalog of life is known. Many, perhaps 
most, species on the planet do not have that much time. 


There is also the problem of understanding which species known to science 
are threatened and to what degree they are threatened. This task is carried 
out by the non-profit [UCN which, as previously mentioned, maintains the 
Red List—an online listing of endangered species categorized by taxonomy, 
type of threat, and other criteria ([link]). The Red List is supported by 
scientific research. In 2011, the list contained 61,000 species, all with 
supporting documentation. 


Note: 
Art Connection 


Mammals 
Birds 
Reptiles 


Amphibians 
Fishes 
Insects 
Mollusks 
Plants 
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The percentage of species in several 
groups that are listed as: [critically 
endangered, endangered, or 

~ vulnerable on the 2007 IUCN Red List 


This chart shows the 
percentage of various animal 
species, by group, on the 
IUCN Red List as of 2007. 


Which of the following statements is not supported by this graph? 


a. There are more vulnerable fishes than critically endangered and 
endangered fishes combined. 

b. There are more critically endangered amphibians than vulnerable, 
endangered and critically endangered reptiles combined. 


c. Within each group, there are more critically endangered species than 
vulnerable species. 

d. A greater percentage of bird species are critically endangered than 
mollusk species. 


Changing Human Behavior 


Legislation throughout the world has been enacted to protect species. The 
legislation includes international treaties as well as national and state laws. 
The Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Fauna and Flora (CITES) treaty came into force in 1975. The treaty, and the 
national legislation that supports it, provides a legal framework for 
preventing approximately 33,000 listed species from being transported 
across nations’ borders, thus protecting them from being caught or killed 
when international trade is involved. The treaty is limited in its reach 
because it only deals with international movement of organisms or their 
parts. It is also limited by various countries’ ability or willingness to 
enforce the treaty and supporting legislation. The illegal trade in organisms 
and their parts is probably a market in the hundreds of millions of dollars. 
Illegal wildlife trade is monitored by another non-profit: Trade Records 
Analysis of Flora and Fauna in Commerce (TRAFFIC). 


Within many countries there are laws that protect endangered species and 
regulate hunting and fishing. In the United States, the Endangered Species 
Act (ESA) was enacted in 1973. Species at risk are listed by the Act; the 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service is required by law to develop management 
plans that protect the listed species and bring them back to sustainable 
numbers. The Act, and others like it in other countries, is a useful tool, but 
it suffers because it is often difficult to get a species listed, or to get an 
effective management plan in place once it is listed. Additionally, species 
may be controversially taken off the list without necessarily having had a 
change in their situation. More fundamentally, the approach to protecting 
individual species rather than entire ecosystems is both inefficient and 
focuses efforts on a few highly visible and often charismatic species, 
perhaps at the expense of other species that go unprotected. At the same 


time, the Act has a critical habitat provision outlined in the recovery 
mechanism that may benefit species other than the one targeted for 
management. 


The Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA) is an agreement between the 
United States and Canada that was signed into law in 1918 in response to 
declines in North American bird species caused by hunting. The Act now 
lists over 800 protected species. It makes it illegal to disturb or kill the 
protected species or distribute their parts (much of the hunting of birds in 
the past was for their feathers). 


The international response to global warming has been mixed. The Kyoto 
Protocol, an international agreement that came out of the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change that committed countries to 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 2012, was ratified by some 
countries, but spurned by others. Two important countries in terms of their 
potential impact that did not ratify the Kyoto Protocol were the United 
States and China. The United States rejected it as a result of a powerful 
fossil fuel industry and China because of a concern it would stifle the 
nation’s growth. Some goals for reduction in greenhouse gasses were met 
and exceeded by individual countries, but worldwide, the effort to limit 
greenhouse gas production is not succeeding. The intended replacement for 
the Kyoto Protocol has not materialized because governments cannot agree 
on timelines and benchmarks. Meanwhile, climate scientists predict the 
resulting costs to human societies and biodiversity will be high. 


As already mentioned, the private non-profit sector plays a large role in the 
conservation effort both in North America and around the world. The 
approaches range from species-specific organizations to the broadly focused 
IUCN and TRAFFIC. The Nature Conservancy takes a novel approach. It 
purchases land and protects it in an attempt to set up preserves for 
ecosystems. Ultimately, human behavior will change when human values 
change. At present, the growing urbanization of the human population is a 
force that poses challenges to the valuing of biodiversity. 


Conservation in Preserves 


Establishment of wildlife and ecosystem preserves is one of the key tools in 
conservation efforts. A preserve is an area of land set aside with varying 
degrees of protection for the organisms that exist within the boundaries of 
the preserve. Preserves can be effective in the short term for protecting both 
species and ecosystems, but they face challenges that scientists are still 
exploring to strengthen their viability as long-term solutions. 


How Much Area to Preserve? 


Due to the way protected lands are allocated (they tend to contain less 
economically valuable resources rather than being set aside specifically for 
the species or ecosystems at risk) and the way biodiversity is distributed, 
determining a target percentage of land or marine habitat that should be 
protected to maintain biodiversity levels is challenging. The IUCN World 
Parks Congress estimated that 11.5 percent of Earth’s land surface was 
covered by preserves of various kinds in 2003. This area is greater than 
previous goals; however, it only represents 9 out of 14 recognized major 
biomes. Research has shown that 12 percent of all species live only outside 
preserves; these percentages are much higher when only threatened species 
and high quality preserves are considered. For example, high quality 
preserves include only about 50 percent of threatened amphibian species. 
The conclusion must be that either the percentage of area protected must 
increase, or the percentage of high quality preserves must increase, or 
preserves must be targeted with greater attention to biodiversity protection. 
Researchers argue that more attention to the latter solution is required. 


Preserve Design 


There has been extensive research into optimal preserve designs for 
maintaining biodiversity. The fundamental principle behind much of the 
research has been the seminal theoretical work of Robert H. MacArthur and 
Edward O. Wilson published in 1967 on island biogeography.'2°™°! This 
work sought to understand the factors affecting biodiversity on islands. The 
fundamental conclusion was that biodiversity on an island was a function of 


the origin of species through migration, speciation, and extinction on that 
island. Islands farther from a mainland are harder to get to, so migration is 
lower and the equilibrium number of species is lower. Within island 
populations, evidence suggests that the number of species gradually 
increases to a level similar to the numbers on the mainland from which the 
species is suspected to have migrated. In addition, smaller islands are harder 
to find, so their immigration rates for new species are lower. Smaller islands 
are also less geographically diverse so there are fewer niches to promote 
speciation. And finally, smaller islands support smaller populations, so the 
probability of extinction is higher. 

Robert H. MacArthur and Edward O. Wilson, E. O., The Theory of Island 
Biogeography (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1967). 


As islands get larger, the number of species accelerates, although the effect 
of island area on species numbers is not a direct correlation. Conservation 
preserves can be seen as “islands” of habitat within “an ocean” of non- 
habitat. For a species to persist in a preserve, the preserve must be large 
enough. The critical size depends, in part, on the home range that is 
characteristic of the species. A preserve for wolves, which range hundreds 
of kilometers, must be much larger than a preserve for butterflies, which 
might range within ten kilometers during its lifetime. But larger preserves 
have more core area of optimal habitat for individual species, they have 
more niches to support more species, and they attract more species because 
they can be found and reached more easily. 


Preserves perform better when there are buffer zones around them of 
suboptimal habitat. The buffer allows organisms to exit the boundaries of 
the preserve without immediate negative consequences from predation or 
lack of resources. One large preserve is better than the same area of several 
smaller preserves because there is more core habitat unaffected by edges. 
For this same reason, preserves in the shape of a square or circle will be 
better than a preserve with many thin “arms.” If preserves must be smaller, 
then providing wildlife corridors between them so that individuals and their 
genes can move between the preserves, for example along rivers and 
streams, will make the smaller preserves behave more like a large one. All 
of these factors are taken into consideration when planning the nature of a 
preserve before the land is set aside. 


In addition to the physical, biological, and ecological specifications of a 
preserve, there are a variety of policy, legislative, and enforcement 
specifications related to uses of the preserve for functions other than 
protection of species. These can include anything from timber extraction, 
mineral extraction, regulated hunting, human habitation, and nondestructive 
human recreation. Many of these policy decisions are made based on 
political pressures rather than conservation considerations. In some cases, 
wildlife protection policies have been so strict that subsistence-living 
indigenous populations have been forced from ancestral lands that fell 
within a preserve. In other cases, even if a preserve is designed to protect 
wildlife, if the protections are not or cannot be enforced, the preserve status 
will have little meaning in the face of illegal poaching and timber 
extraction. This is a widespread problem with preserves in areas of the 
tropics. 


Limitations on Preserves 


Some of the limitations on preserves as conservation tools are evident from 
the discussion of preserve design. Political and economic pressures 
typically make preserves smaller, never larger, so setting aside areas that are 
large enough is difficult. If the area set aside is sufficiently large, there may 
not be sufficient area to create a buffer around the preserve. In this case, an 
area on the outer edges of the preserve inevitably becomes a riskier 
suboptimal habitat for the species in the preserve. Enforcement of 
protections is also a significant issue in countries without the resources or 
political will to prevent poaching and illegal resource extraction. 


Climate change will create inevitable problems with the location of 
preserves. The species within them will migrate to higher latitudes as the 
habitat of the preserve becomes less favorable. Scientists are planning for 
the effects of global warming on future preserves and striving to predict the 
need for new preserves to accommodate anticipated changes to habitats; 
however, the end effectiveness is tenuous since these efforts are prediction 
based. 


Finally, an argument can be made that conservation preserves reinforce the 
cultural perception that humans are separate from nature, can exist outside 
of it, and can only operate in ways that do damage to biodiversity. Creating 
preserves reduces the pressure on human activities outside the preserves to 
be sustainable and non-damaging to biodiversity. Ultimately, the political, 
economic, and human demographic pressures will degrade and reduce the 
size of conservation preserves if the activities outside them are not altered 
to be less damaging to biodiversity. 


Note: 
Link to Learning 
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An interactive global data system of protected areas can be found at 


website. Review data about individual protected areas by location or study 
Statistics on protected areas by country or region. 


Habitat Restoration 


Habitat restoration holds considerable promise as a mechanism for restoring 
and maintaining biodiversity. Of course once a species has become extinct, 
its restoration is impossible. However, restoration can improve the 
biodiversity of degraded ecosystems. Reintroducing wolves, a top predator, 
to Yellowstone National Park in 1995 led to dramatic changes in the 
ecosystem that increased biodiversity. The wolves ((link]) function to 
suppress elk and coyote populations and provide more abundant resources 
to the guild of carrion eaters. Reducing elk populations has allowed 
revegetation of riparian areas, which has increased the diversity of species 
in that habitat. Decreasing the coyote population has increased the 


populations of species that were previously suppressed by this predator. The 
number of species of carrion eaters has increased because of the predatory 
activities of the wolves. In this habitat, the wolf is a keystone species, 
meaning a species that is instrumental in maintaining diversity in an 
ecosystem. Removing a keystone species from an ecological community 
may cause a collapse in diversity. The results from the Yellowstone 
experiment suggest that restoring a keystone species can have the effect of 
restoring biodiversity in the community. Ecologists have argued for the 
identification of keystone species where possible and for focusing 
protection efforts on those species; likewise, it also makes sense to attempt 
to return them to their ecosystem if they have been removed. 


(c) 


(a) The Gibbon wolf pack in Yellowstone 
National Park, March 1, 2007, represents a 
keystone species. The reintroduction of wolves 
into Yellowstone National Park in 1995 led to 
a change in the grazing behavior of (b) elk. To 
avoid predation, the elk no longer grazed 
exposed stream and riverbeds, such as (c) the 
Lamar Riverbed in Yellowstone. This allowed 
willow and cottonwood seedlings to grow. The 


seedlings decreased erosion and provided 
shading to the creek, which improved fish 
habitat. A new colony of (d) beaver may also 
have benefited from the habitat change. (credit 
a: modification of work by Doug Smith, NPS; 
credit c: modification of work by Jim Peaco, 
NPS; credit d: modification of work by “Shiny 
Things”/Flickr) 


Other large-scale restoration experiments underway involve dam removal. 
In the United States, since the mid-1980s, many aging dams are being 
considered for removal rather than replacement because of shifting beliefs 
about the ecological value of free-flowing rivers and because many dams no 
longer provide the benefit and functions that they did when they were first 
built. The measured benefits of dam removal include restoration of 
naturally fluctuating water levels (the purpose of dams is frequently to 
reduce variation in river flows), which leads to increased fish diversity and 
improved water quality. In the Pacific Northwest, dam removal projects are 
expected to increase populations of salmon, which is considered a keystone 
species because it transports key nutrients to inland ecosystems during its 
annual spawning migrations. In other regions such as the Atlantic coast, 
dam removal has allowed the return of spawning anadromous fish species 
(species that are born in fresh water, live most of their lives in salt water, 
and return to fresh water to spawn). Some of the largest dam removal 
projects have yet to occur or have happened too recently for the 
consequences to be measured. The large-scale ecological experiments that 
these removal projects constitute will provide valuable data for other dam 
projects slated either for removal or construction. 


The Role of Captive Breeding 


Zoos have sought to play a role in conservation efforts both through captive 
breeding programs and education. The transformation of the missions of 
zoos from collection and exhibition facilities to organizations that are 


dedicated to conservation is ongoing. In general, it has been recognized 
that, except in some specific targeted cases, captive breeding programs for 
endangered species are inefficient and often prone to failure when the 
species are reintroduced to the wild. Zoo facilities are far too limited to 
contemplate captive breeding programs for the numbers of species that are 
now at risk. Education is another potential positive impact of zoos on 
conservation efforts, particularly given the global trend to urbanization and 
the consequent reduction in contacts between people and wildlife. A 
number of studies have been performed to look at the effectiveness of zoos 
on people’s attitudes and actions regarding conservation; at present, the 
results tend to be mixed. 


Section Summary 


New technological methods such as DNA barcoding and information 
processing and accessibility are facilitating the cataloging of the planet’s 
biodiversity. There is also a legislative framework for biodiversity 
protection. International treaties such as CITES regulate the transportation 
of endangered species across international borders. Legislation within 
individual countries protecting species and agreements on global warming 
have had limited success; there is at present no international agreement on 
targets for greenhouse gas emissions. In the United States, the Endangered 
Species Act protects listed species but is hampered by procedural 
difficulties and a focus on individual species. The Migratory Bird Act is an 
agreement between Canada and the United States to protect migratory birds. 
The non-profit sector is also very active in conservation efforts in a variety 
of ways. 


Conservation preserves are a major tool in biodiversity protection. 
Presently, 11percent of Earth’s land surface is protected in some way. The 
science of island biogeography has informed the optimal design of 
preserves; however, preserves have limitations imposed by political and 
economic forces. In addition, climate change will limit the effectiveness of 
preserves in the future. A downside of preserves is that they may lessen the 
pressure on human societies to function more sustainably outside the 
preserves. 


Habitat restoration has the potential to restore ecosystems to previous 
biodiversity levels before species become extinct. Examples of restoration 
include reintroduction of keystone species and removal of dams on rivers. 
Zoos have attempted to take a more active role in conservation and can 
have a limited role in captive breeding programs. Zoos also may have a 
useful role in education. 


Art Connections 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


[link] Which of the following statements is not supported by this 
graph? 


a. There are more vulnerable fishes than critically endangered and 
endangered fishes combined. 

b. There are more critically endangered amphibians than vulnerable, 
endangered and critically endangered reptiles combined. 

c. Within each group, there are more critically endangered species 
than vulnerable species. 

d. A greater percentage of bird species are critically endangered than 
mollusk species. 


Solution: 


[link] C 


Review Questions 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Certain parrot species cannot be brought to the United States to be sold 
as pets. What is the name of the legislation that makes this illegal? 


a. Red List 

b. Migratory Bird Act 

c. CITES 

d. Endangered Species Act (ESA) 


Solution: 


C 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


What was the name of the first international agreement on climate 
change? 


a. Red List 

b. Montreal Protocol 

c. International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
d. Kyoto Protocol 


Solution: 


D 
Exercise: 


Problem: 


About what percentage of land on the planet is set aside as a preserve 
of some type? 


a. 1 percent 


b. 6 percent 
c. 11 percent 
d. 15 percent 


Solution: 


‘Ss 


Free Response 


Exercise: 


Problem: Describe two considerations in conservation preserve design. 
Solution: 
Larger preserves will contain more species. Preserves should have a 


buffer around them to protect species from edge effects. Preserves that 
are round or square are better than preserves with many thin arms. 


Exercise: 


Problem: 


Describe what happens to an ecosystem when a keystone species is 
removed. 


Solution: 
When a keystone species is removed many species will disappear from 
the ecosystem. 

Glossary 


DNA barcoding 


molecular genetic method for identifying a unique genetic sequence to 
associate with a species 


The Periodic Table of Elements 


ai - Periodic Table of the Elements 
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